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A Scholar-Gentleman and Sculptor
A Study on Kim Chong Yung’s View of the Arts

Park, Choon Ho

The name of sculptor Kim Chong Yung (penname: Woosung) recalls two
epithets: “pioneer of abstract sculpture in South Korea” and “scholar-gentleman.”

First, Kim Chong Yung has come to be balled the “pioneer of abstract sculpture
in South Korea” because he submitted Bird, a wood work, which is known as the first
abstract sculpture in the country, to the 2nd Grand Art Exhibition of Korea held in
December 1953, immediately after the Korean War (1950-1953). This work is similar
in shape to Bird in Space, a work by Constantin Brancusi, who has been dubbed the
father of contemporary sculpture in Western art history. Perhaps for this reason, a large
number of studies on Kim Chong Yung’s abstract sculpture published to date have
focused on examining any influence between his works and works by Western artists
based on similarities in form. Such a perspective originates from the circumstances
under which Western art was introduced into the country in the previous century.
Because Korea was unable to adopt Western art independently during the Japanese
colonial era (1910-1945), the question of “internal necessity” has continued to be raised,
even to this day, in relation to avant-garde art including Informalism (art informel),
which subsequently developed in South Korea. There are perspectives that view Kim
Chong Yung’s abstract sculpture in this context.

Second, Kim Chong Yung has been called a “scholar-gentleman.” As is known, he
was the 23rd eldest male descendant (direct line of descent based on primogeniture) of
the Lord Minister of the Office of Census Registration branch of the Kimhae Kim clan,
which was a family of scholar-officials in Gyeongsang Province. His seventh-generation
ancestor had been Kim Il Son (penname: Tagyung), who had been the head of the
Sarim faction in Gyeongsang Province during Prince Yeonsan's reign (1495-1506) and
had suffered in the Literati Purge of 1498. Kim Chong Yung’s great-grandfather and

grandfather both had held third senior ranks in government service; however, his father
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had refused to become an official under Japanese colonial rule, thus leading his life as
a retired scholar-gentleman. In the Genealogy and Family Tree Book of the Kimhae
Kim Clan, which he himself composed during his life time, Kim Chong Yung recorded
that his father Kim Ki Ho (penname: Sungjae) had governed his family well, excelled at
penmanship, and been accomplished in learning and the arts. This father is said to have
brought the five-year-old Kim Chong Yung to his own living quarters and lived together
until the son’s departure for Seoul at the age of 15 for study at Whimoon Normal High
School (present-day Whimoon High School). From that time, Kim Chong Yung began
to study under his father, as would have any son of a family of scholar-officials during
the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1910). As recorded later in his essay “The Dreams of an
Artist,” he also studied at the traditional village school, which taught Chinese characters
and East Asian classics,

Judging from all such circumstances, it is possible to presume that Kim Chong
Yung, unlike other contemporary artists, received an in-depth grounding as a
traditional scholar-gentleman from his father’s home schooling. Perhaps for this reason,
most researchers hitherto have concurred on calling Kim Chong Yung a “sculptor who
inherited the spirit of the scholar-gentleman.” Nevertheless, no study has yet to elucidate
academically the ways in which the artist was a “sculptor who inherited the spirit of
the scholar-gentleman.” The only study that most closely approximates this theme is
Kim Hyun Sook’s “The Boundary of Kim Chong Yung’s (1915-1982) Art in Terms of
“Reviewing the Old and Creating the New”™ With a Focus on Influence from Chusa
Kim Jeong-hui,” which was included in Research on Modern Art 2006 published by the
National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art in 2006.

On the other hand, the fact that Kim Chong Yung devoted himself to traditional
East Asian calligraphy became known to the world for the first time through the
exhibition “Calligraphy by an Enlightenment Seeker Who Carves,” which Kim Chong
Yung held in 2009 in connection with its publication of Kim Chong Yung's Calligraphic
Styles and Ink Art, a catalogue of the artist’s selected traditional East Asian calligraphic
works. Because he did not at all inform anyone around him of the fact that he practiced
traditional East Asian calligraphy, nearly no one except his family members was
aware during his lifetime. The 190 of artist’s traditional East Asian calligraphic works
selected for the publication of Kim Chong Yung's Calligraphic Styles and Ink Art were
transcribed into more legible calligraphic styles, verified for their sources, classified, and
catalogued last year.

In the recent process of analyzing Kim Chong Yung’s traditional East Asian
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calligraphic works, I realized that researchers including myself seem to have made the
same mistakes in studying the artist. This seems to stem from the fact that research on
Kim Chong Yung’s artistic world hitherto has been conducted by scholars majoring
in Western art history. Based on research to date, I have arrived at the conclusion that
an understanding of traditional East Asian calligraphy is a shortcut to understanding
the world of his art. Consequently, T develop this essay in the following order. First, I
briefly examine how Kim Chong Yung became a sculptor and how this process may
have been influenced by his father, who lived as a retired scholar-gentleman all his life. T
then explore the significance of traditional East Asian calligraphy to scholar-gentlemen.
Finally, I examine the ways in which the aesthetics of traditional East Asian calligraphy

was integrated into Kim Chong Yung’s works.
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