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Abstract

Kim Yong—Joon’s Search for Emancipation

Choi, Yeol
(Art Historian, Head of Arts Department at Kim Chong-Young
Sculpture Museum)

Kim Yong—Joon(4¥52 1904-1967) is one of most prominent artists in the his-
tory of the twentieth century art who has established aestheticism and specific
belief that tradition takes precedence over everything else. Moreover, he is the
author of a book called “Summary of Arts in Joseon Period,” which consists of
theories in art history, art criticism, and essays. This book is believed to be a mas-
terpiece in the history of Korean Art criticism.

The main purpose of this dissertation is to restore and reconstruct Kim
Yong—Joon’s whereabouts and thoughts from 1945 to 1950. He defected to
North Korea in September 1950. This process is successful in fulfilling the needs
to reestablish the life of one important person. Furthermore, this dissertation will
lead the readers to have a vivid image of why Kim Yong—Joon, an artist and critic
with great intellectual background from the Japanese Colonial Period, decided to
defect from South to North in times of war.

His life can be divided into three periods. The first part is the colonial era,
the second part is the time when he seeks for the space of emancipation, and the
last part is the time when he tries to convert to socialism. During the early years,
he cling to aestheticism and the belief that tradition takes precedence over every-
thing else. During the second period, he stuck to nationalism, and socialism in
the late years.

Although he was an intellectual who had a nationalistic view for five years
during the second period, he never abandoned the aesthetic principles he had
during the early years and he never engaged in any of the political movement of
that time. Rather, he severely criticized those, regardless of their political incli-
nation, who were against democratic or nationalistic principles. This evidently
shows Kim Yong—Joon’s humanistic characteristic and this means that he empha-
sized greatly the restoration of conscience. However, there was not much to do
for an artist who resisted political participation since there was a confrontation

between powerful nations.

1



However, Kim Yong-Joon was one of the establishing members of Seoul
National University’s Art department during those five years. He also established
a basis in ink—and—wash painting and painting in the literary artist’s style. More-
over, those five year—period, when he was in search of emancipation, certainly
plays an important role in the field of essay literature and art history, even in the
present.

This five—year—period can be divided into four different stages. 1) First is
the time when he participated in Joseon Art Building Headquarters, Joseon Art-
ists’ Association, Joseon Writers” Association from August 1945 to March 1946.
2) Second stage is when he was a professor of Seoul National University from
May 1946 to March 1947, and 3) from 1948 to 1949, he resigned from Seoul
National University and taught at Dongguk University. 4) In 1950, he returned
to Seoul National University and then finally defect to North Korea.

During the early years, Yong—Joon participated in several art associations
as an executive member. Although he adhered to this perspective of advocating
‘unity’, he turned rightist and insisted that ‘nationalism is more important than
class strife’. He intentionally kept himself at a distance with those in the leftist
party. He concentrated mainly in publications which were made by those who
had conservative deviations.

In the years 1946 and 1947, he was one of the foundation members of
Seoul National University’s Art department. At that time, Kim Yong—Joon criti-
cized those who had extreme political views. While he advocated humanism and
democracy, he specifically emphasized that Joseon needed to be unified unlike
the Soviet Union and the United States. He also believed that Joseon’s ‘individual
characteristics’ would evolve from intense nationalism. Moreover, he maintained
his indifferent attitude since what he participated in was not a political move-
ment but a cultural movement. He showed how strictly he had adhere to his val-
ues by resigning with several other professors like Kim Whanki and Gil Jinsup
when there were complications within the university.

In the latter period, he collected a number of his essays and published
“Geunwon Essays” and the following year, he published “Summary of Arts in
Joseon Period.” He indulged in antique paintings and calligraphic works at that
time. In late 1948, he resigned and took part in the Art Research Association as
a scholar. The reason why he moved to this ‘genuine’ scholarly sphere is because
he fell into despair in reality which seems impossible for him to pursue his ide-
als. Pro—Japanese groups became powerful and the gap between the rich and the
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poor has gotten worse. He decidedly thought that our nation was about to col-
lapse soon. All he had left in mind was cynicism.

In the closing period, he returned to Seoul National University as the dean
and declared that he will participate in some of the movements that were for the
nation and the people. However, this only lasted for about three months and he
left Seoul to go to Pyeongyang.

These five years in search of emancipation were one of the most memorable
periods in his entire life. The Passion for independence that he had in the begin-
ning seemed to have faded as division between the United States and the Soviet
Union, and the right and the left seemed inevitable. In the early years, he strictly
separated political and cultural movements. He later put an effort to establish an
art institute, and even published the very first art history book. However, he wit-
nessed the reality which seemed to develop in the opposite direction of what he
had dreamed of.

‘That is why he had to leave cultural movements in the early years, educa-
tional movements in the middle period, scholarly movements in the latter times.
War made Kim Yong—Joon eventually defect to the North.

In this period of great changeover, one intellectual had to go through all
these changes. It certainly did not come suddenly. This came after all the pro-
cesses which made him feel passionate, despairing, and cynical. This would also
mean that the five—year—period of searching for emancipation can symbolize the
history of Korean art in the twentieth century and all the hardships at that time.

Key words: Kim Yong—Joon(s¥5{2 1904-1967), Joseon Art Building Head-
quarters, Joseon Artists’ Association, Joseon writers’ Association,

Seoul National University, Art Research Association
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