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Bird-and-Flower Paintings as Example of 'Oriental
Painting': Japanese Painters Active in Korea in the
1910s

by Misato Ipo

Bird-and-flower paintings are a premier genre in East Asian art. Owing to
their symbolism of the auspicious, they were executed for special occasions. In
Japan it is common to see gilded folding screens and sliding doors depicting pine
trees with birds and flowers that were produced in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. This current study delineates the circulation and transformation of the
style and iconography of the ‘bird-and-flower paintings’ in East Asia by examining
on the works of Japanese painters active in Korea —particularly the Korean court
— in the 1910s.

While the folding screen and the subject matter of bird-and-flower originated
in China, it is well known that gilded screen paintings of birds and flowers were
highly esteemed as diplomatic gifts from Japan to recipient in China and Korea. It
is necessary therefore to explore the influence of this genre of paintings,
including its styles and motifs, within the East Asian context. The first section of
this study examines how the bird-and-flower paintings were exchanged among
China, Korea, and Japan either as gifts or whatever purposes. The second part
explores how the bird-and-flower paintings originated in China were circulated
and transformed in Japan and Korea, specifically focusing on the two gilded
screen paintings depicting “cranes and peaches,” which was a popular motif of
the Joseon court. I also argue that the style and technique of Shen Quan (1682-
1760) was widely accepted in Japan to manifest “modernity” due to his realistic
expression of sketch from life derived from Western technique in addition to the
auspicious quality that bird-and-flower paintings possesses. Lastly, this study

analyzes the process of discovering “oriental painting” by Japanese painters
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affiliated with the “old school” within the context of Pan-Asianism. The traditional
quality of bird-and-flower paintings can be reinterpreted as a means to establish
an East Asian common ground that would justify Japanese assimilation policies in

colonial Korea.
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