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A study on the iconography and symbolism of
‘Turtle’ in folktales of the late Joseon Dynasty

Lee Seung Yeon

Department of Culture Assets
The Graduate School
Gyeongju University

Supervised by Professor Chang, Young soo

(Abstract)

The turtle has been a part of Korean’s life since the ancient times, as
evidenced by the representations of the animal in prehistoric petroglyphs
found in the Korean Peninsula. Its historic significance is supported by
numerous folktales and artifacts, which makes the turtle a sufficiently
valuable subject matter of academic studies. In the Three Kingdom Period,
turtles were depicted in murals in forms combined with serpents (dElg4HS)
as one of the “Four Guardians (PYjifl)” protecting tombs. In the Goryeo Period,
turtles appeared in standalone forms in murals and sarcophagi. Turtles
continued to be featured in standalone forms in tomb murals of the early
Joseon period, and enjoyed popularity among folk paintings of the late Joseon
period. The animal still enjoys enduring popularity today.

Turtles featured in folk paintings were not included solely for aesthetic

enjoyment. They were included with specific purposes and assigned specific
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meanings. In ancient times, in which mortality rates were high among
pregnant women and young children, many paintings represented people’s
hope for healthy childbirth, children’s growth into upright and healthy human
beings, children’s material prosperity, and married couples’ good relationship,
longevity and health. In the paintings, these hopes were represented by
turtles as the animal was perceived as a symbol of longevity, good health,
fertility, and fortune. As such, turtles were featured across numerous types of
paintings including Sibjangsaengdo (a painting of ten elements symbolizing
longevity), Sinseondo (painting of Taoist hermit), Hwajodo (painting of
flowers and birds), Eohaedo (painting of fish), and Munjado (letter painting).

This study aims to understand the iconography of the turtle in folk
paintings embodying people’s hope, how the iconography changed over time,
and what was the meaning intended by the painters, and ultimately shed light
on the effect of the turtle on the Korean mentality. In addition, this study
aims to analyze the techniques for artistic expression used in the turtle
iconography in folk paintings, examine the changes in techniques used in folk
paintings over time based on the changes in the iconography, and look into
the wvalues and world views of the people at the time as reflected in the
turtle paintings. Based on these findings, this study seeks to highlight that
the animal has various qualities unique to Korea, and best represents the
aesthetics and spirit of the Korean people by maintaining its place and
fulfilling its duty.

The turtle was not widely found in the Korean artworks until its
appearance in the folk paintings of the late Joseon period, except for its
representations in craftworks. Before folk paintings, the turtle was featured in
Uigwe, that is, books recording royal rituals and ceremonies of the Joseon
dynasty.

In Uigwe books, the turtle was depicted as Ayeonmu, one of the four
scared guardians of the four directions that date back to the Goguryeo period
(Ayeonmu is the guardian of the north). The creation of Uigew appears to

have begun in the early Joseon period. However, all of them were lost during
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the Japanese invasion of Joseon in the 16th century. The oldest surviving
Uigwe was published in 1627, and Joseon continued to publish Uigwes until
1926. The years of their publication were roughly estimated by analyzing the
changes in the turtle iconography in Uigwe and comparing them with the
turtle iconography in Joseon paintings.

Joseon’s folk paintings developed during severe social and economic turmoil
in the aftermath of two invasions from the Chinese Qing dynasty, which
shook the very foundation of Joseon's Confucius order. Many noblemen (called
yangban) lost their social status, while many commoners accumulated wealth
through economic activities. These changes elevated these commoners’
cultural needs, and the cultural elements from the royal court and the
yangban class gradually found their way into the lives of the common people.
Court-style paintings and paintings in spontaneous folk styles were rapidly
disseminated, whit the Gwangtonggyo Bridge at the center. Folk paintings
used color schemes based in obangsaek (colors representing the four
directions and the center), and were created as “practical paintings” for
decorative and daily life purposes. Combined with the folk religions of Korea,
they also had a shamanistic aspect of warding off evil spirits and praying for
good fortune (REHSWTIE).

An analysis of Sihjangsaengdo paintings shows that, while the turtles in
the paintings closely resemble their real life counterpart, their heads took
various forms ranging from the normal turtle head to the serpent head. In
addition, the creation years of Sibjangsaengdo paintings from the royal court
were estimated based on the findings on the turtle iconography in Uigwe
books.

In Sinseondo paintings such as Yojiyveondo (¥ithZZlEl), turtles are depicted
as carrying the hermits on their backs. Sinseondo paintings were mostly
created as “gilsanghwa (G5, painting of objects symbolizing hope for good
fortune),” in which turtles were featured as symbols of “longevity” as well as
“guardians” protecting the hermits.

As for Hwajodo, the paintings featured a wide variety of the turtle
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iconography from the normal turtle to the reeve’s turtle, the serpent-head
turtle, and the dragon-head turtle. The turtles were depicted in diverse ways,
from spirit-like turtles to turtles with comical expressions on their faces. The
combination of turtles with other subject matters further accentuated its
significance as a symbol of “longevity.” In Yeongmodo (painting of birds and
animals), the turtle was represented as a somewhat spiritual being rather
than an animal. In these paintings, turtles are depicted as “turtle gods GifigE)”
with the heads and tails of the dragon, issuing auspicious energy from their
mouths.

As for most FEohaedo paintings, the turtle was represented in its natural
form, which reflects the changes in people’s perception toward things driven
by Silhak (a school of thought emphasizing practical thinking in the 18th
century Korea), which valued looking at things with the ovserver's “eyes”
rather than her “mind.” These paintings featured turtles swimming in
harmony with other fish, and the animal was depicted as terrapin (#) rather
than turtle (48). In fact, whereas the turtle, the reeve’s turtle, and the terrapin
use different Chinese characters (4, 46, and f), Koreans referred to all of
the animals as “turtle (geobuk).” As such, ancient Koreans accorded the same
symbolism to the turtle, the reeve’s turtle, and the terrapin. In some FEohaedo
paintings, turtles were depicted as “turtle gods,” which appears to be a
faithful representation of a phrase from ancient literature “the turtle grows
hair when it reaches its thousandth year.”

Munjado paintings were created for educational purposes in the early years.
However, they came to be created for shamanistic purposes. Munjado
paintings created in the late Joseon period were closer to abstract
iconographies, and lost much of their significance as “letter” paintings. The
changes in the turtle iconography in Munjado paintings were found to be
aligned with the changes in the paintings themselves. In the mid Joseon
period, in which the genre reached its height, turtles were mostly featured in
Munjado paintings of the letter “i%.” This was motivated by an ancient tale

in which a man named Hau (X&) wrote Hongbeomguju (UL#fi /L), a grand
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rule for governing the world, based on a writing called Nakseo (%), which
means a writing from falling water (¥/K). In the tale, a numinous turtle
came out of water carrying the writing. In Munjado paintings of “i&,” turtles
were depicted as on the first stroke of the letter carrying books. In Joseon, a
dynasty built on Confucianism, the turtle was a symbol of Confucius value of
“m% (courtesy).”

The contemporary significance of the turtle as a subject matter of folk
paintings is not on par with those of dragons, tigers, and phoenixes.
However, it remains an essential element of folk paintings including
Sibjangsaengdo, Sinseondo, and Hwajodo paintings.

The analysis of the turtle iconography in this study provided a glimpse into
the hopes and longings of ancient Koreans. The turtle has always Kkept its
place across miniscule, often neglected parts of our daily lives, aiding people.
Its endurance and faithful adherence to its duties shows that the turtle is the
animal that best represents the tenacity and endurance of the Korean people.
The findings of this study confirm that, in this sense, the turtle is more
“Korean” than even tigers, and best represents the aesthetics and spirit of the

Korean people.
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