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The East Asian Crescent: A Republic of Letters in Seoul

0
Here I intend to show you how a “Republic of Letters” in East Asia was formed in Seoul in the second

half of the 18th century.

1

First, I wish to discuss this issue from the following proposition: in 1764 the 11th Korean Embas-
sy to Japan met many Japanese literati and exchanged information with them, in particular with Kimura
Kenkado's group in Osaka. Although Kenkadd was a merchant who brewed and marketed the alcoholic
beverage, sake, at the same time he was a literati painter, poet and naturalist, as well as an eminent En-
cyclopedist. Furthermore, at this time he was still a young man in his late twenties. Kenkado's extensive
activities attracted the attention of the Korean Embassy. Seong Dae-jung (J&% K H') , Secretary to the
Ambassador, wished to join a gathering of poets at Kenkado s house, which was held monthly on the
16". However, members of the Korean Embassy did not have the freedom to go out. So Kenkado painted
a picture of a poetry gathering with captions written on it at the request of Seong Dae-jung. Kenkado
sent it, entitled “A Poets’ Elegant Party at Kenkado s House.” He also gave a set of seal impressions,
called An Album of Seals for the Korean Embassy (HRFELZSHIGE) to Seong Dae-jung and the others
as a souvenir. In those days, seal engraving was an important cultural accomplishment. Kenkado further-
more had a large collection of rare books and opened his library to intellectuals. The monk-poet Daiten
(R#) wrote that Kenkado placed his library at a frugal scholar’s service. For Kenkado, the spread of
knowledge came before an individual s luxury. He also engaged in publishing. His first publication was
of Daiten’s collected poems, Sakuhisyu (HEFESE), published in 1761. Such books are called Kenkado
editions (3 B % i) and are invaluable not only to intellectuals of the time, but also to us today. It
goes without saying that Kenkadd's library and his publications were very impressive to the Korean Em-

bassy.

2

Seong Dae-jung brought those souvenirs back home and reported on Kenkadd's activities to his
friends. Consequently many Korean thinkers set a high value on Kenkado's activities. For instance,
Hong Dae-yong (#:K%¥) wrote that Japanese literati, including Kenkadd, were superior to both Ko-
rean and Chinese literati. This judgment led to his departure. Hong Dae-yong then traveled to China in
search of splendid literati like Kenkado. Fortunately Hong Dae-yong met by chance the ideal literati trio,
Yan Cheng (Ji%i), Pan Tingyun (FE%) and Lu Fei ([7¢), in 1766. They were candidates for the
civil service examination. Hong Dae-yong formed a warm friendship with them. He said to Pan Ting-

yun, “Now we enjoy universal peace in the world; there is no need to give special consideration either
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to oneself or to another (but just treat all equally as friends).” Then Pan said, “We've made friends with
you permanently in this distant place. If I become a government official and hold a diplomatic post in
your country in the future, I will call on you.” Hong Dae-yong said to Yan Cheng and Pan Tingyun, I
don’t value your talent but judge your learning. More precisely, I don't judge even your learning but idol-
ize you for your minds.” Mind and character are more important here than anything else. The four were

firmly bound together by their characters.

3
By the way, I found by chance Lu Fei’'s and Pan Tingyun'’s seals in an album of seals by Ding Jing
(T#0 and Huang Yi (¥%). Almost all literati had an interest in seal engraving, and associated with
seal engravers. Ding Jing made a seal engraving Lu Fei Qi Qian’ (FEF#2{#) for Lu Fei, and wrote
that Lu Fei was a top candidate for the local examination at Hangzhou. Huang Yi also engraved 'Yi
You Xie Yuan' (ZPEEIC), Mai Hua Mai Shan” (GEMIE 1), Zi DuHang (HEHT) and so on
for Lu Fei, and also engraved Pan Tingyun Yin' (7&Z#5F) for Pan Tingyun. They belonged to the

same spiritual climate of their time.

4

In 1777, An Anthology of Four Korean Poets (%5 1fi74) was first brought from Korea by Yu
Keum (MIZF) to the Chinese literatus, Li Yucun (ZSFNAY). Just then Pan Tingyun visited Li Yucun’
s house and happened to find them together. Both literati made relevant comments and each wrote a
preface. The four Korean poets, Yi Teong-mu (Z{#4%), Yu Deuk-gong (#J154%), Pak Je-ga (kM
%) and Yi Seo-gu (Z5FEJL), formed a group called the North School thinkers. They respected Chi-
nese civilization and were eager to learn from China at that time, going against the tide of those days
in Korea. Pan Ting-yun wrote in his preface that although he didn’t know the four poet’s daily lives, he
discerned their bright characters and open mindedness in their poems. He imagined they were unselfish
person with gentle minds. Therefore he concluded that that is the reason why there were many people of
virtuous character in Korea. This was Pan Ting-yun’s human insight.

Next year Yi Teong-mu and Pak Je-ga were dispatched to Beijing as envoys to China. Yi Teong-
mu wrote a letter to Li Yucun saying that he chose his friends by their character, and then probed that
person’s talent. It is clear that he put character and nature before talent and ability just as Pan Tingyun
did. This is just the type of attitude that made the formation of a “Republic of Letters” between China
and Korea possible. Yi Teong-mu and Pak Je-ga met other Chinese literati, for instance Ji Yun (#CH5)
and Luo Pin (¥7%). Ji Yun was a great scholar and eminent literatus. He compiled the Siku quanshu
(PYEE4=3) and is author of the essay, Yuewei Caotang Biji (P #5550) . Luo Pin was a leading
member of the Yangzhou Baguai (3N /\VEE) as a disciple of a distinguished literatus, Jin Nong (43 /&).

Ji Yun wrote a poem to Pak Je-ga:

RS R RIFL B
AR % R
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We met by chance and became good friends.
After parting, how many springs passed by so quickly?
I always greet at the door in confusion when a distinguished person of the time visits,
When I compose poems, I remember the people that live to the east of the sea (Korea) .
We have no exchange of letters because we are separated from each other.
I ask the Korean envoy if he knows my friend’s name every year.
Maybe my friend makes a poem remembering me with nostalgia.

Recently I've gotten gray-haired.

This poem conveys to us the strength of the affinities Ji Yun felt with Korean poets. Above all, lines 3

and 4 connote that Ji Yun admired Pak Je-ga’s talent and character.

Likewise, Pak Je-ga composed a poem on Ji Yun;
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Xiao-lan (flBEj#) is a modern-day Sima Qian (FIF:E).
The treasure of the Siku quanshu was entrenched in his mind
He mentioned a ghost at Luan Yang
The ghost laughed at the scholar
He recommended Dai Don-yuan (Dai Zhen) at the same time

Then I purchased Dai’s posthumous works on the advice of Ji Yun

Ji Yun wrote Summering at Luan Yang (i[5 {5 2 $%) in 1789, and reported that Luo Pin could see
ghosts. Luo Pin was generally known as a painter of ghosts. It is interesting that this same person
recommended Dai Zhen (#(3), a great master of the Evidential School. Consequently Pak Je-ga pur-
chased Dai's posthumous works. In this poem Gothic tastes coexist with positivism.

Pak Je-ga wrote a poem entitled Luo Liangfeng (#EFjZs) ;
1 Z Rl 40
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Liang-feng (Luo Pin) apprenticed himself to Jin Nong (Dongxin)
Thereupon his painting and calligraphy changed completely
His two children also were well-known painters
Liantang and Tieyan
His style is like Li Xiaoguang (Z5Z)
He opened up a new field of Dai Zong: Taishan (Zg111)

Pak Je-ga recognized a change in Luo Pin after the latter began studying under Jin Nong. He became
acquainted with typical Chinese artists of that time. Meanwhile, Luo Pin painted the Pak Je-ga’s portrait.

In such a manner the “Republic of Letters in East Asia” steadily took shape.

Pak Je-ga was particularly close with Pan Tingyun. He wrote about Pan Tingyun in his poem:
2 B\ E
FHE=MA
AR
Bl 3
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Destiny has kept Mr. Pan and me together very tightly
We have met three times in spite of the distance
It seems that you will reach the truth of Zen gradually
I share your feelings in which you got tired of serving in the Imperial government
You took the flower and sent it to me from far away

I suppose the voices of reading classics have come over the deep temple

Pak Je-ga saw through to the transition of Pan’s mindset from that of a senior government official to that
of a hermit who was focused on Buddhism. This great amplitude from government official to hermit

increased the appeal of the “Republic of Letters of East Asia”.

5
After that did Yi Teong-mu, Yu Teuk-gong, Pak Je-ga and Yi Seo-gu continue to remember the
Japanese literati's activity? Yi Teong-mu wrote about Kimura Kenkado in his Record of a Pure Spleen

(1545 , Yu Teuk-gong wrote an introduction to An Anthology of Japanese Poetry (H HFF:13%), and
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Pak Je-ga wrote a poem about Kenkado;
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In fact, the Gakuhan sha (the ‘Learning by Education’ school) was directed by Hosoai Hansai ( iffl
4127 ), a member of a Kenkadd's group. At any rate, many people around Kenkado were learned and
refined. Pak Je-ga wrote that Seong Dae-jung was not the only man of refined taste. This was because
painting “A Poetic Gathering at Kenkado's House” told us that Kenkado s group was mature and
refined. Pak Je-ga rated Kenkado very highly on account of his wonderful painting. Finally, Yi Seo-gu
compiled An Anthology of Japanese Poetry (HHF§5). The four poets participated in Qing Dynasty
China, and didn't forget to refer to the Japanese literati at the same time. This is just the phenomenon I

have named a “Republic of Letters in East Asia.”
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