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A Study of the Munjado Screens of Jeju-do

Chong, Pyong-mo

(Professor, Dept. of Cultural Properties of Gyeongju University)

Munjado screens from Jejudo have long fascinated art collectors owing to
their combination of modern artistic elements and features native to the island.
They also constitute a relatively less known genre in the art of Korean folk
painting. This study focuses on the characteristics of Jeju-do munjado works and
their significance in the history of Korean art. The main obstacle to the study
of Jejudo munjado works, as with studies of other Korean folk paintings, was
the profound scarcity of basic information about their authors and their years of
production. To surmount the problem, I tried to establish a bigger picture of
Jeju-do folk work by, for instance, comparing them with those from other
regions in terms of form, style and technique. I also tried to capture the
historical background that led to the successful emergence of this particular art-
form on an island where shamanic belief has been stronger than in most other

regions in Korea. The discussions in the study can be summarized as follows:

Munjado screens from Jejudo are characterized by a three-tier composition,
although simpler structures such as two- or even single-tier compositions were
created. The threetier composition seems to have originated from the
islanders’ acceptance of a mainland Confucian culture which they were able to
integrate with natural objects native to the island. These works also possess the
characteristic feature by which characters are decorated using the artistic
techniques of bibaek ( “flying white” ) and hwi ( “hemming” ), as well as that

or ornamenting a stroke with the head and tail of a bird.
The munjado screens are also characterized by the use of natural and

religious objects native to Jejudo. The ample use of native flowers, birds and

fish in these works bear witness to the love felt by the Jeju islanders for the
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flora and fauna of their land. The natural objects decorating the characters on a
munjado screen show that the screen was used for happy family occasions such
as weddings. The appearance of structures such as a family shrine and a pantry
(locally called gopang) reveals that the screens were also used for annual
ancestral memorial services. Traditional opinion has is that munjado screens
were also used for educational purposes, such as teaching children about
Confucian virtues, although the Jeju-do munjado screens show that these were
not items for everyday use (interior decoration for instance), but for special

occasions that required a formal ceremony.

The munjado works of Jeju-do show the transition from characters in realistic
touches to those with decorative expressions and then to simplified, expressive

forms and geometric figures.

The techniques used in the production of munjado works in Jejudo include the
use of models to make basic designs as well as stamps to create complex
figures such as leaves and flowers. The techniques were adopted to shorten
working hours for the production of munjado screens, showing that demand for

the screens was comparatively high.

In Jejudo, whose inhabitants maintained strong shamanic folk beliefs, the
widespread use of munjado screens, a major legacy of Confucian culture to
Korea, acquired an important historical meaning. From the late 17th century
onwards Confucian codes began to infiltrate deep into the life of the common
people of Joseon, a tendency that eventually led to the nationwide use of
munjado screens, reaching its peak in the 19th century. The widespread use of
munjado screens, even in Jejudo, can be interpreted as a symbol of the

Confucian culture that succeeded in permeating folk life throughout the nation.

Munjado art has gained an important position in the history of Korean folk
paintings. The nationwide use of munjado works resulted in the development of
various local styles, particularly in Gangneung of Gangwon-do and Andong of
Gyeongsang-do, both strongly influenced by Confucianism, as well as in Jejudo

itself. The style of Gangwon-do munjado features “authoritative” elements
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developed in the capital, while that of Gyeongsang-do is characterized by simple
but highly symbolic figures. Artists from Jeju-do, however, produced highly
artistic munjado works by combining the use of the island’ s native natural

objects with surprisingly modern tastes.

The stylistic elements of the Jejudo screens are plainly seen in government-
sponsored paintings such as the Tamna Sullyeokdo ( “Inspection Tour of Jeju” )
and the Yeongju Sipgyeongdo ( “Ten Scenic Sites in Jeju” ), as well as in the
map-like Jingyeon landscape paintings. As the only school of painting developed
on an island in Korea, the munjado screens of Jejudo display unique artistic

merits that are different from those developed on the mainland.
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