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Dear Teacher,

Welcome to explore the Ten Symbols of Longevity Screen, Korean Art Collection of the
Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art! This resource is intended to provide you and your students
with an opportunity to learn about Korean art with history, and culture. In particular, it emphasis
on the late-Joseon Ten Symbols of Longevity through the JSMA’s very own Ten Symbols of

Longevity screen.

Artworks are made up of visual symbols. Whether utilizing figurative forms like people,
plants, and landscape, or nonfigurative shapes and abstraction, all art carries a symbolic meaning
which can vary widely depending on the particular technique and method used in its production.
The use of symbols in art is not only due to the formative characteristics of conveying a lot of
content on a single screen, but also the fundamental principle of art that express various human

lives by implication.

Because the Ten Symbols of Longevity are comprised of symbols carrying complex
philosophical and cultural connotations, there is thus more than meets the eye to these paintings,
and an understanding of the historical, social and cultural context of these symbols is therefore
necessary to understand the deep significance of these paintings. And it is the reason why I made

this resource for you.

Unfortunately, as of 2023, this piece is not on display in the gallery of the JSMA, but I
sincerely hope that one day this piece will be displayed in a gallery so that you can see the

amazingly beautiful Ten Symbols of Longevity Screen with your students.

Thank you,
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A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF KOREA



Introduction to Korea

The Korean peninsula is located in northeastern Asia, abutting China and Russia in the
north and surrounded by the Yellow Sea on the west and the Sea of Japan or Donghae™ on the
east. The 38" parallel marks the dividing line between the countries of North and South Korea.
An estimated 25 million people live in North Korea. Although the total area of North Korea is
slightly larger than South Korea, South Korea’s population of 52 million people is twice of

North Korea.

Roughly 70% of the Korean landmass is mountainous. As a result, the Korean population
is densely concentrated in lowland areas. Seoul, the South Korean capital in the northwest corner
of the country, is the most highly populated area of South Korea with 9.8 million people. South
Korea enjoys a temperate climate with four distinct seasons. The late summer months are marked

by typhoon season which brings torrential rains.

Geography has played a significant role in Koreans historical and cultural development.
Korea’s close proximity to its neighbors of China in the west and Japan in the east facilitated
dynamic cross-cultural exchange of art, language, culture, and religion. However, this proximity
also made Korea vulnerable to invasions over the centuries. Today, South Korea is highly

industrialized boasts a thriving high-tech economy and culture as well.

A note about names: proper names mentioned in this resource are written in traditional

East Asian word order (i.e., family name first, followed by surname). !

! Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, ArtsAsia: A Cross-Curricular Unit about Korea a Resource for

Educators, 2018.



*Please note: these are contested names for the same body of water. What is known in Japan and
on many western maps as the Sea of Japan is called the Donghae (“East Sea”) in South Korean

and the Joseon Donghae (“Korean East Sea”) in North Korea



The Map of Korea

(Donghae)




National Symbols of the Republic of Korea (South Korea)

<The National Flag of Korea, "Taegeukgi">*

(© Ministry of the Interior and Safety.

Origin

Following the trend for modern states to adopt national flags, the decision to create a
national flag for Korea emerged with the ratification of the Korea-United States Treaty of 1882.
No accurate records remain of the Korean flag chosen for use at the signing ceremony; however,

according to Navy Department s Bureau of Navigation and found in 2004, some argue that the

flag was similar to the ensign flag featured in the Flags of Maritime Nations issued by the U.S.

In his capacity as Envoy Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary under King Gojong, Park
Yeong-hyo kept a record of his diplomatic mission to Japan in 1882. According to his journal,
known as Sahwagiryak, in September of that year while aboard the ship to Japan, Park created a

four-trigram flag with a faegeuk circle (instead of the flag with eight black bars that had been

2 Ministry of the Interior and Safety. https://www.mois.go.kr/eng/sub/a03/nationalSymbol/screen.do.
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used prior to 1800). The flag was used from September 25, 1882, according to Park’s report to

the government on October 3 of that year.

By royal order on March 6, 1883, King Gojong promulgated that Park’s flag with a
taegeuk circle in the center and four trigrams around it (the flag named Taegeukgi) be the
national flag. However, due to a lack of specific guidelines, the flag design took different forms.
On June 29, 1942, the Provisional Government issued a national flag style guide to ensure that
subsequent flags would be created in a consistent manner. Despite these efforts, however,

ordinary people were unaware of these guidelines.

After the establishment of the Republic of Korea on August 15, 1948, the government felt
an increasing need to standardize flag construction. Thus, in January 1949, it formed the National
Flag Correction Committee, which announced the National Flag Construction Guidelines on

October 15 of that year.

Later, several regulations were implemented, providing for the systematic management of
the flag: the Act on the Flag of the Republic of Korea, enacted in January 2007; the Enforcement
Decree of the Act on the Flag of the Republic of Korea, in July 2007; and the Regulations on the
Hoisting, Management, and Promotion of the National Flag in September 2009 (by instructions

from the Prime Minister)
Symbolism of the Flag

The Taegeukgi consists of a white background, a red and blue faegeuk circle in the center,

and four black trigrams (collectively called geon-gon-gam-ri), one in each corner of the flag.



The white background represents brightness, purity, and peace, qualities that are highly
valued by the people. The faegeuk, which has long been a commonly used motif, denotes the
harmony between the negative cosmic forces (yin : blue portion) and the positive cosmic forces
(yang : red portion), depicting the truth of nature that all things are created and evolve through

the interaction of yin and yang.

The four black trigrams are specific representations of the movement and harmony of
these forces. In detail, the geon symbolizes the sky, the gon the earth, the gam water, and the ri

fire. Together, they create harmony around the faegeuk mark.

In short, the Taegeukgi flag embodies the vision of the Korean people who, like the
universe, seek continuous creation and enrichment. By upholding the spirit and significance of
the Taegeukgi, the people seek to realize unity and unification and contribute to the happiness

and peace of humanity.

<The National Flower “Mugunghwa”>>
Origin
The Mugunghwa, or the rose of Sharon, is an object of deep affection. Meaning “eternal

blossom that never fades,” it has been an important symbol of Korean culture for centuries.

According to ancient records, the mugungwha was treasured as a “blossom from heaven

even before the Gojoseon era (ancient Korean kingdom). As further testimony of its cultural

3 Ministry of the Interior and Safety. https://www.mois.go.kr/eng/sub/a03/nationalSymbol 3/screen.do.
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value, the Silla Kingdom (57 BC — AD 935) called itself Geunhwahyang, meaning Country of
the Mugunghwa. The ancient Chinese, too, referred to Korea as the “land of wise men where the

Mugunghwa blooms.”

Over time, the public affection grew stronger when a phrase extolling the flower’s beauty
was included in the national anthem in the late 19th century. Those words are “Mugunghwa
samcheonli hwaryeogangsan (Three thousand ri* (equivalent to 1,200 kilometers, the length of
the Korean Peninsula) of splendid rivers and mountains covered with Mugunghwa blossoms)”.
Even during the dark days of Japanese colonial rule, the people’s devotion to the flower never

faded.

Hence, it was only natural for the government to adopt it as the national flower after

Korea regained its independence from Japan.
Varieties

Koreans cherish the national flower because it honors the country’s noble spirit and
symbolizes the many successes as well as tribulations that the nation has experienced.
Mugunghwa varieties are grouped based on the colors of their blossoms. The groups are dansim,

baedal, and asadal.

e Dansim : White, red, purple, or blue flower with intense red or purple center

e Baedal : Pure white flower

e Asadal : White flower with intense red center that fades to pale pink at the petal edges

11



White dansim (left) and Red dansim (right)

(© Ministry of the Interior and Safety.
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TEN SYMBOLS OF LONGEVITY

SCREEN OF THE JSMA
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The JSMA Ten Symbols of Longevity Screen

Ten Symbols of Longevity screen, which arrived in Eugene in late 1924 by museum
founder Gertrude Bass Warner (1863-1951) and was conserved in 2010 through a generous grant

from the Korean National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage (KNRICH).

“This exquisite composition of auspicious landscape, floral, and animal motifs reflects a
Korean court painting tradition laden with symbolism intended to confer happiness, longevity,
and prosperity on both the ruler and the nation. The first eight panels depict the Ten Symbols of
Longevity (sipjangsaeng), specifically, the sun, clouds, mountains, water, pine trees, bamboo,
mushrooms of immortality, deer, cranes, and turtles. The last two panels bear a long inscription
naming the fourteen court officials who commissioned this painting in 1879 to celebrate the
recovery from smallpox of Korean Crown Prince Yi Cheok (later known as Sunjong, 1874-

1926), the final ruler of the Joseon dynasty (1392-1910).4”

4 Kitagawa, Anne Rose, and Gina Kim. From past to present: Masterworks of Korean art from the Jordan

Schnitzer Museum of Art, University of Oregon. Eugene, OR: Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, 2016.
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© Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art.
Ten Symbols of Longevity Screen (TR, 44X, Sipjangsaengdo)
Korean; Joseon dynasty, 1879-80

Ten-panel folding screen; ink, color and gold on silk, 79 x 203 ' inches
Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, University of Oregon; Murray Warner Collection; MWK 68:3

© Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art.

Invoice for the Ten Symbols of Longevity Screen; JSMA Archives
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TEN SYMBOLS OF LONGEVITY AND
LATE JOSEON KOREAN CULTURE
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What are the Sipjangsaengdo?

<Meaning and Kind>
In Korean, Sip (4] +) refetrs to thenumber “ten”, Jang (*& k), “long”, Saeng (A ),
“birth/life” and Do (% [&]), “painting”. Therefore, Sipjangsaengdo literally refers to a paintings
decorated with The ten objects associated with long life. More specifically, the term Jangsaeng
means Bullojangsaeng (& 273 RZFE4E) or Bullobulsa (& 25 AF RZASE). This means
aging slowly (or not aging at all) and living a long time (or never dying). So, Sipjangsaengdo are

paintings depicting Ten types of natural elements symbolizing eternal youth and long life.

Typically, these ten symbols are the sun, clouds, mountains, water, pine trees, rocks, deer,
cranes, turtles, and mushrooms of immortality called Yeongji. However, there are more symbols
of longevity as well, the moon, peaches, and bamboo. Depending on the theme, the painter was

able to effectively bring together and harmonize around ten different symbols.

Over time, as the ten symbols of longevity gradually gained popularity, new types of
paintings were created emphasizing particular elements, each with their own names. For

example, Ilwolbandodo (¥ER =% H A #%PklE) depicted the sun moon and peaches,
Haehakbandodo (31| RV = = R IEPE[E]) featured cranes and peaches with a seascape
background, Gunhakdo (&} = #EHE[E]) featured flocks of cranes, Gunrokdo (-5 = FEFE &)

depicted deer and pine trees. Despite the different names, however, all these paintings can be

collectively referred to as Jangsaengdo “longevity paintings.”

17



<Content and Form>

Sipjansaengdo usually depict mountains, rocks, pine trees, clouds, and the sea as a

fantastical, idyllic landscape, while deer or cranes appear in the center and turtles in the left side

of the painting. Also, Sipjangsaengdo emphasize the imaginary heavenly world by making the

most of the beauty of elaborate details and vivid coloring. And it is characterized by the use of a

blue-green landscape style, especially when describing mountains and rocks.

Symbol (Korean)

Meaning

Pine tree (sonamu)

Endurance/resilience in the face of adversity, as the pine can survive hard
winters.

Pine trees were often depicted with Daoist immortals.

Painters showed gnarled pines to represent the virtue of old age and

wisdom.

Sun (hae)

Sun and moon make yin/yang pair of complementary opposites.

Sun is pure yang; it represents generative power and longevity.

Crane (hak)

In folk tradition, cranes were thought to live for more than 500 years and
symbolized long life.
The crane was a symbol of transcendence in Taoism and was considered a

messenger that could communicate with the sky/heaven.

Water (mul)

Symbols of life, fertility, abundance, and longevity.
Another example of yin/yang, water and mountains are harmonious

opposites in the landscape.

Mountains (san)

Mountains and Rocks are thought to contain the gi (breath) that gives life to
the universe.

Mountains are considered the home of immortal beings in Daoist tradition.

Clouds (gureum)

Related to mountains, clouds are thought to be highly concentrated areas of
gi (breath) that congregate around mountain peaks where immortals live.
To attain immortality, it was thought that one could ascend to heaven by

rising into the air and disappearing into the clouds.
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Deer (saseum) Shoulao, the Daoist God of Longevity, is often seen with a deer because
deer are thought to have the ability to sniff and find the mushroom of

immortality, yeongji.

Turtles (geobuk) Like cranes, turtles are associated with longevity for their long lifespans.
The turtle is thought to be the messenger of water, just as the tiger is the

messenger of the mountain.

Mushrooms of Mushrooms of fungi (known as the plant of never growing old) were

immortality (yeongji) considered a source of immortality in the Daoist tradition.

Bamboo (daenamu) Widely used in East Asia culture, bamboo has a variety of associations.
In Daoism, bamboo symbolizes the concept of Dao (“the way”), which
bends without breaking like bamboo.

In Confucianism, bamboo is also symbolic of humility, upright character,

flexibility, and grace.

Rock (dol/bawr) Rocks represent mountains.
Rocks and mountains are thought to contain the gi (breath) that gives life to

the universe.

Moon (dal) The moon contains the meaning of longevity like the sun.

Moon is pure yin; it means that it is perpetuated by circulation.

Peach (cheondo/ Peaches are deeply related to the idea of immortality and immortality that
boksunga) Taoism ultimately pursued. This seems to have originated from the legend
of "Seowangmo and Cheondo" in China. In the palace garden of
Seowangmo (Queen Mother of the West) there is a peach tree of the gods. It
blooms once every 3,000 years, and Cheondo, the fruit of eternal life, is said

to not open until another 3,000 years later. Cheondo is known as an

immortality that keeps the gods alive.

©2018 Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, ArtsAsia : A Cross-Curricular Unit about Korea a Resource for Educators

<Concept and Thought>

Ten symbols of longevity were made by embracing Chinese Daoist ideology which is
emphasized on the way of the universe with nature based on Koreans' worship of native natural

objects and shamanistic ideas. In other words, it is considered to have been formed by combining
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shamanistic beliefs such as 'God of Heaven', 'God of the Sun and the Moon', and 'God of
Mountain', and the idea of immortality represented by cranes, immortal plants, peaches called a

Cheondo, and bamboos.

<Origin and Development>

While the exact origins of the Ten Symbols of Longevity remain uncertain, it is believed
that the Chinese have been combining several symbols of longevity into a single icon since
ancient times. Considering this, we can trace the origins of the Ten Symbols of Longevity to
China. However, this particular grouping of ten symbols in Sipjangsaengdo is not present in

other parts of East Asia and appears to be uniquely Korean.

Because court artist rarely dated or signed their works, it is difficult to date many
Sipjangsaengdo, which was a court decorative painting. However, given that the earliest mention
of Sipjangsaengdo comes from a poem by Yi Saek (1328-1396)—a scholar and literary man of
the Goryeo dynasty—we can assume that these paintings were already being created in the

Goryeo period.

In this poem, the ten symbols of longevity and the ten symbols of longevity paintings

were mentioned first.

“It is now October but the new years painting
Of the Ten Longevity Symbols in my room still looks fresh.
When one is ill, his only wish is for a long life.

I wrote a short comment on each symbol (...)" 3

3 Kim, Kumja Paik. The art of Korea: highlights from the collection of San Francisco's Asian Art Museum.
Asian Art Museum of San, 2006.
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In conclusion, even though Goryeo-period Sipjangsaengdo have yet to be discovered, this

poem confirms that the Ten Symbols of Longevity were in use by at least the late Goryeo period.

Why were the Sipjangsaengdo popular in the Joseon period?

The ten symbols are important in revealing a unique Korean cultural tradition.
Particularly, the ten symbols of longevity represent a ubiquitous theme in the Joseon-period
(1392-1910) visual culture of Korea, judging from surviving artifacts such as textiles, jewelry,

furniture, ceramics, etc.

Then, why were the sipjangsaengdo especially popular during the Joseon period? It is
closely related to the cultural and social background of the Joseon period.
<Joseon period and Neo-Confucianism>

The last Korean dynasty—the Joseon period (1392-1910)—was founded by Yi Seong-
gye (1335-1408) and lasted for over 500 years.

<Timeline of Korean History>

e Paleolithic and Neolithic period, ca 7000-ca. 10th century B.C.
e Bronze Age, ca. 10th century-ca. 3rd century B.C.

e [Iron Age, ca. 300 B.C.

e Three Kingdoms period, 57 B.C.-668 A.D.

e Unified Silla dynasty, 668-935

e Goryeo dynasty, 918-1392

e Joseon dynasty, 1392-1910

The advent of the Joseon dynasty in the late fourteenth century brought in its wake major

social and cultural changes. In their efforts to augment the power of the royal government and
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reconstruct the country which during the preceding Goryeo period had suffered almost a century
of Mongol domination, the Joseon rulers withdrew royal patronage of the Buddhist
establishment, then seen as corrupt, and embraced Neo-Confucianism. As the official state
ideology, Neo-Confucianism flourished among the Joseon court and elites, and influenced many

works of art in the Joseon period.

Neo-Confucianism was established by Zhu Xi (1130-1200), a Chinese scholar of the
Song dynasty of China, and is a branch of Confucianism that emphasized the relationship
between the order of the universe and the human mind. It is not a religion, but an ethical doctrine
that emerged from a mixture of traditional Confucian teachings and other philosophies, including
Buddhism and Daoism.® Zhu Xi highlighted the idea that prolonged peace and prosperity were

only achievable if strict moral codes were maintained at each level of society.

Although Neo-Confucianism entered Korea in the late Goryeo dynasty, it has come a
long way during the Joseon dynasty. The new aristocrats, who played a central role in
establishing Joseon society, worked hard to promote Neo-Confucianism, and the Joseon
government made Neo-Confucianism the basis for governing the country. Neo-Confucianism
focused on the individual and their status in society and emphasized the politics of royal
principle which values peace and order based on the cultivation of harmonious interpersonal
relationships and proper conduct. Therefore, Neo-Confucianism was considered necessary to

improve the chaotic and corrupt situation at the time.

Uses of the Sipjangsaengdo

<Sipjangsaengdo as a Decorative Court painting or Minhwa (Folk painting)>

Under these circumstances, the theme of Sipjangsaengdo was perfectly suited for

expressing wishes for peace for the court and the long and healthy life for the royal family. As a

® Kang, Jac-eun. The land of scholars: two thousand years of Korean Confucianism. Homa & Sekey

Books, 2006.
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result, the Ten Symbols of Longevity were widely produced and displayed as decorative

paintings in the royal court in the early Joseon dynasty.

However, paintings of the Ten Symbols of Longevity were not produced solely in the
royal court. Wishes for long life and eternal youth were not limited to royalty but universal
human desires. The desire for longevity transcends class and era. Therefore, the Ten Symbols of

Longevity were initially used in royal court, but later passed on to all walks of life.

Perhaps because of this, the ten symbols of longevity have often been included in the
genre of Minhwa (Y13} X&), or folk painting. However, this definition of Minhwa is
controversial. Some scholars believe that Minhwa includes court paintings in that it is an "ethnic
painting" that depicts the lives and culture of Korean people in a broad sense. Others argue that
court paintings and folk paintings need to be distinguished because decorative court paintings
literally refer to paintings used to decorate palace spaces that were produced by various court

painters (called Hwawon) of Dohwaseo, which was a government office in charge of paintings of

the state and the royal family during the Joseon dynasty, while Minhwa refers to “everyday
objects made by unknown and untrained artists to be used by ordinary people.”” Therefore,
although there are many similarities with folk paintings in terms of content, such as auspicious

elements and expressions being customarily repeated, there are significant differences in size and

quality.

<The hierarchical class system of the Joseon society>

The hierarchical class system in Joseon was formed based on socioeconomic changes and
Neo-Confucian status concepts from the late Goryeo Dynasty to the early Joseon Dynasty.

During the Joseon period, the official class system was Yangcheonje, which was allegedly only

7 Lachman, Charles, and Richard Gehrke. The Ten Symbols of Longevity: Shipjangsaengdo : an Important Korean

Folding Screen in the Collection of the Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art at the University of Oregon. Eugene, OR:
Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, 2006.
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divided into Yangin and Cheonmin. However, in real life, it was divided into the four classes as
ranked in descending order - Yangban, Jungin, Sangmin, and Cheonmin. The monarch and the

royal family were considered the highest and most respectable class in the society.

The yangban were people who passed the national civil examination (called Gwageo).
This examination was required to be passed by the two groups within yangban class namely,
civil officials (called Munban) and military officials (called Muban). Yangban people were
considered the highest social class of the Joseon dynasty, although this was only the case for
men, because yangban women, despite their high status, were not allowed to take the Gwageo
and therefore could not become civil servants. The Jungin were part of the upper-middle-class.
They assisted with administrative work under the Yangban or engaged in technical and
professional jobs, such as doctors, physicians, accountants. Although they also belonged to a
quite high class, they had a limitation that they could not get a high-ranking of position. The
Sangmin were the middle class in the society comprising the working-class commoners such as
small merchants, fishermen, craftsmen, and peasants. They accounted for the majority of the
people of the Joseon dynasty. Lastly, the Cheonmin were the lowest social class of Joseon
dynasty such as slaves, butchers, shamans, and female entertainers. If one of the parents was a
slave, their children also became a slave, and no matter how talented they may be, they cannot
change their class. Since society was purely based on the principle of Neo-Confucianism and
privileged statuses were given based on occupations, the works of Cheonmin were considered

unclean and very immoral.
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The Status System in the Joseon period

Ym Ruiing Ciass
Yangin Jungin
Sangmin
Cheonin Ruted Crass
Cheonmin/Nebi

How is it possible, then, that Sipjangsaengdo - royal court paintings - became
popular in the common households in a society with such a strict class system? When there
was a new year or other commemorative event, there were frequent cases where paintings from

the court were bestowed upon or distributed to the yangban.

However, the main factors that made Sipjangsaengdo became popular among Joseon
commoners were the change in the social class system and the development of money as a

commodity.

The traditional class system collapsed because of external invasions from China and
Japan, such as the Imjin War (1592-98), and the Byeongja Disturbance (1636-37). As the number
of Yangin increased and the number of slaves decreased, the system became obsolete, and a new
class structure was formed which was divided into two classes, Yangban and Sangmin. However,
the number of commoners pretending to be Yangban increased, and by the nineteenth century,
most people had become Yangban. In Yangbanjeon, a satirical novel written by scholar and
novelist Park Jiwon, a common story is that rich commoners gave the poor Yangban money so

that they could elevate their status.

The second main cause was the development of money as a commodity. Merchants'

economic transactions developed with the nationwide development of markets and foreign trade
25



with the Japan and Qing of China. In the process, the Sangmin working in agriculture,
handicrafts, and commerce were able to accumulate wealth. As a result, their economic and
social statuses rose, along with their cultural needs. Moreover, the wages of court painters were
not enough at that time, so they were allowed to accept outside orders or sell paintings in the
market. Therefore, Sangmin paid court painters to produce high-quality paintings such as

sipjangsaengdo, and the court painters were able to make money by drawing and selling.

Therefore, moving beyond the palace, Yangban elites also commissioned Ten Symbols of
Longevity paintings. Its popularity continued to trickle down to the next class of Jungin, and
these two groups grew in wealth and stature in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the
twentieth century, Ten Symbols of Longevity paintings of varying quality were being produced
and consumed throughout every level of society, and most surviving folk art was produced

during this period.

Whether created in court, by aristocrats, ordinary families, or in religious places, court
decorative art or folk art is a long tradition and an integral part of Korean culture.
Sipjangsaengdo paintings and objects have been deeply appreciated by not only Korean kings,
nobles, scholars, and officials, but also by the general public throughout history.

<Functions of Sipjangsaengdo>

Because folding screens were the most common form of royal decoration in the
eighteenth century, most Sipjangsaengdo have been mounted or painted on screens. Folding
screens had practical functions as well as aesthetic functions and were used for many purposes.
The multi-panel screen is foldable and easy to move and store and were used in gardens to create
outdoor places and as decoration in rooms to prevent wind and cold. However, Ten Symbols of
Longevity screens were generally used in a ceremonial capacity for celebrations of the new year,

banquets, and significant anniversaries as decorative backdrops.
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