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The Story of Painting with a Needle
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The Chung Young Yang Embroidery Museum at Sookmyung Women'
s University is an exhibition, educational, and research facility dedicated
to advancing the knowledge and appreciation of embroidery and
textile arts. Inaugurated in May 2004, the museum houses an extensive
collection of embroidered and woven textiles representing various
periods and regions.

The museum'’s permanent collection, primarily focused on East Asian
costume and decorative arts, is among the most comprehensive of
its kind in Asia. The collection has been carefully assembled by the
museum’s founder, who since the 1960s has been selecting outstanding
examples from leading auction houses and other sources worldwide to
form a continually

growing study collection, The wide scope of the museum’s holdings
places the achievement of Korean embroiderers in global context,
illuminating the cross-cultural dialogues in technique and style that have
enriched textile arts worldwide.

Through exhibition and education efforts, the museum seeks to
highlight the technical and artistic achievement of embroiderers across
time and place; expand understanding of the social and cultural roles
that textiles have fulfilled globally; and establish the art of embroidery
as a significant contribution to world culture. Displays of new works
by contemporary artists and fashion designers validate the dynamic
relationship between ancient/modern and East/West, revealing how
techniques, ideas, and objects from historically or geographically distant
cultures can inspire new expressions that speak to their own time,
place, and aesthetic. Through all of these efforts, the museum aims to
become a leading center for scholarship in embroidery and other textile

arts.
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This spring marks the 8th anniversary of the founding of the Chung
Young Yang Embroidery Museum as an international center for
embroidery and the textile arts. In pursuit of the museum’s primary
mission - to advance public knowledge and appreciation of textiles as
a superlative art form - the Museum has hosted textile scholars, artists,
and enthusiasts from around the world and welcomed thousands
of visitors to our displays and public programs. The scope of our
exhibitions has been wide ranging, from overviews of technique and
design to focused explorations of rank badges, ecclesiastical textiles,
and archeological fragments. Before the museum commences a new
cycle of innovative textile studies, it is helpful to reiterate the key
themes of the museum’s inaugural exhibition, which lay the historical
foundation for all subsequent exhibitions, by re-installing it this spring.

The Story of Painting with a Needle traces the origins of silk
embroidery in China and its dissemination throughout East Asia. This
visually stunning selection of textiles surveys the development of key
embroidery techniques, costume and furnishing forms, decorative

motifs, and ideas regarding the communicative function of

embroidered designs in China, and then charts the P

dissemination and transformation of these cultural
patterns among non-Chinese peoples in East Asia. By taking

a comparative approach, and outlining how embroiderers across

East Asia adopted and transformed technical, stylistic, and "
cultural developments originating on the Chinese mainland, '

the exhibition allows the viewer to more clearly discern

local styles and aesthetic preferences. In outlining the origins of
silk embroidery in China, and establishing the historical and cultural
foundations on which the art of Korean embroidery was based, Hidden
Threads emphasizes the unique contribution of Korean embroiderers
and highlights the distinctively native aspects of their creations. The
exquisite fabrics on view in this exhibition open visitors’ eyes to
embroidery’s historical significance, expressive potential, and profound

beauty.

Young-Yang Chung, Ph.D.

Founder and Director
The Chung Young Yang Embroidery Museum

Sookmyung Women's University
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by Lee Talbot
Curator of Eastern Hemisphere Collections
The Textile Museum, Washington, DC
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Textiles are necessities of life, and literally surround us from birth until death.
The weaving of cloth and its decoration with embroidery are among the most
ancient and pervasive forms of human expression. Nonetheless, in today’s world
where power looms weave yards of complex cloth in minutes, it is difficult for
modern viewers to appreciate the value and esteem that textiles held among
people worldwide prior to industrialization.

The Chung Young Yang Embroidery Museum (CEM) exists as an institution
because one woman recognized the textile arts as a significant cultural and
historic legacy. Throughout her career as a master embroiderer, textile historian,
writer, curator, and teacher, Dr. Chung Young Yang has sought to investigate
the history and technique of embroidery, pass on her knowledge to students,
and enhance public understanding of the textile arts. Eight years ago these goals
coalesced with the founding of The Chung Young Yang Embroidery Museum.
An exhibition, educational, and research facility in a vibrant university setting, the
museum pursues the single mission that Dr. Chung has followed for decades: to
advance knowledge and appreciation of embroidery and the textile arts. Through
its exhibition and educational efforts over the last eight years, the Museum has
showcased the technical and artistic achievement of embroiderers across time
and place; expanded understanding of the social and cultural roles that textiles
have fulfilled globally; and helped to establish textiles as a significant contribution
to world culture. CEM also has become a dynamic international center of
learning and fellowship. Scholars and artists from around the world have worked
together with the Korean staff and students to present exciting exhibitions of
outstanding artworks, and a global audience of textile enthusiasts has added

CEM in Seoul to their must-see list of Asian museums. Few institutions in the

world have are pursued this specialized mission with such energy, and all of us
in the field of textile studies applaud and benefit from the museum's efforts over
the last eight years.

With the establishment of CEM, the legacy of Dr. Chung and the carefully curated
study collection that she has built over the decades have become accessible to
the wider public. The Museum's permanent collection ranks among the most
comprehensive of its kind in East Asia. Although primarily focused on East Asian
costume and decorative arts, the collection is quite diverse, including paintings,
Neolithic Chinese pottery, American quilts and samplers, Pre-Columbian Andean
weaving, and a broad range of historical examples from around the world. Its
wide scope illuminates the universality of the embroiderers’ art, as well as the
cross-cultural dialogues that have enriched textile arts worldwide. Objects from
diverse world cultures, that before the founding of the museum were accessible
in Korea only through photographs, now are readily available for viewing and
hands-on study in Seoul. Korean audiences in general and Sookmyung Women's
University in particular are extremely fortunate to have this world-class resource
at their disposal.

Dr. Chung donated this collection so that it could be seen and used for
exhibitions, teaching, and research purposes, by the Sookmyung community
and the global public alike. Textiles are both works of art and products of
technology, so they can tell us about people and cultures like no other art form.
When we know the vocabulary of textiles, we can read them as primary
historical documents, relevant to a range of disciplines. Museums that collect,
research, and disseminate knowledge about the textile arts invite our colleagues
working in various fields, from fashion design to anthropology, to utilize our
collections as a source of knowledge and new ideas. The English word “museum”
derives from the ancient Greek mouseion— temple of the Muses’—home of
goddesses believed to inspire creativity, Textile museums worldwide hope that
our collections will serve as ongoing sources of creative inspiration.

The CEM collection provides a colorful historical overview of East Asian
silk embroidery from ancient times to the present day. Although textiles are
perhaps the most fragile of all media, a rare survival from Warring States period

China (467-221 BCE) is an ancient bronze mirror with remains of a silk cover

embroidered in chainstitch with dragons and birds, motifs that remained
central to East Asian art for millennia. Two of the most significant archeological
discoveries of ancient Chinese textiles are Mashan, dating to the early 3rd century
BCE, and Mawangdui, dating to the late 2nd/ early 3rd century BCE. While the
silks from these tombs have survived in fragmentary condition, and are largely
inaccessible in Chinese museums, the CEM collection includes meticulously
researched and executed reproductions of two of the most spectacular
finds from these excavations. These artifacts offer a fascinating window into
aristocratic life in ancient China, and can be valuable resources for artists of all
media and researchers from many fields. The breathtaking ornament of these
silks reminds us that textiles traditionally represented the pinnacle of artistic and
technological achievement, and were among the most costly objects that people
owned in the pre-industrial world. The superlative accomplishments of early
designers, weavers, and embroiderers provide rich source material for today’s
professionals, ranging from historians of art and culture to graphic designers and
artists,

The CEM collection includes a remarkable group of silks that illustrate the
international exchange of ideas, objects, and motifs along the fabled Silk Road.
For example, a Tang-dynasty (618-907) fragment is embroidered with a
pearl roundel design, a pattern that spread from Central Asia to become the
height of fashion in China, as well as a guilloche, a decorative motif of paired,
interlaced lines that had traveled all the way from the Mediterranean world. Also
at CEM is a rare collection of silk fragments dating to the Yuan dynasty (1271~
1368), when the Mongols ruled a mighty empire that extended from China
and Persia throughout much of Central Asia. The “Pax Mongolica” allowed the
unencumbered international mobility of luxury goods as well as artists, resulting
in a vibrant intermingling of techniques and styles. In the Tang as well as the
Yuan periods, textiles were key commodities, the cornerstone of global trade
networks. While we can all appreciate the artistry of these silks, studies such
Commodity and Exchange in the Mongol Empire reveal their significance as
documents of a formative stage in world economic history.

In addition to rare archeological fragments, the CEM collection also includes

hundreds of fully intact, visually spectacular garments, accessories, and

furnishings dating from later historical periods to the present day. The museum’
s collection of East Asian court costume and rank badges is of superlative
quality, and illustrates cross-cultural continuities as well as local expressions
in the forms and designs of court and official textiles. Among the ecclesiastical
garments and furnishings in the collection is an unusual hanging that probably
would have been used in a Daoist ceremony at the Chinese court. The upper
canopy depicts the sun and moon, emblazoned with talismanic inscriptions,
rising above vertically ascending dragons. The dragon under the white moon
is embroidered with a red head, while the dragon under the red sun features
a yellowish-white head, the alternating juxtaposition of colors symbolizing the
yang within the yin and the yin within the yang. This banner well illustrates how
rich in communicative content a textile can be if we stop to consider the maker’s
intention and the socio-historical context in which it was made.

All textiles represent a legacy of their makers and the times when they were
created. As objects of beauty, textiles can provide ongoing inspiration to artists
and designers in various media, and as historical documents they can inform
academic enquiries in multiple disciplines. The rich resources of the CEM
collection enlarge our worldview, and encourage understanding and appreciation
of cultures and textile traditions past and present. By showcasing Korean
embroidery within a global context, CEM highlights the unique expression of
Korean artists and the distinctly native aspects of their achievements, CEM's
vibrant international perspective also serves to expand the exposure of people
worldwide to Korean art and culture, The citizens of today’s and tomorrow’s
world are lucky for the enduring textile legacy bequeathed to them by Dr. Young
Yang Chung.
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Embroidered quilt

< (), Chinese

Reconstruction of 4th to 3rd century BCE original
EAIFGEE )

222cm(w) x 208cm(1)

AA 475-221) 9 A7 mlikg 15004
REE AZEo] FEHOM Ax 2o A2 LHES AIEFE 5%

o AESo] Wkt o] §EAY ¥} o] 9217 FAlshe Fujo] A

o, whe) Bake) o] the o Hof 2E rHlo|Bg dle) W
A NNeASe] BEAYOR WEASS I 4 Uk, o] BAFE Ut
o F39) A% 7R o] o} wElow] oy 4w Al A

S ukEgto] Q1F 3

Embroidered quilt. Chinese, contemporary reconstruction of 4th to 3rd
century BCE original. Mashan Tomb 1, excavated in the 1980s and dating to
the Warring States period (475-221 BCE), contained a large number of well-
preserved silk textiles, many of which display magnificent decorative patterns
embroidered in chain stitch. Stylized birds among tendrils, as seen on this
example, represent the most widely encountered motif among the Mashan
embroidered silks. Differences in the direction and quality of the stitchery
indicate that the original quilt was created by a number of embroiderers
working in tandem. This reconstruction was embroidered by a team of
Chinese embroiderers and authenticated by the Jingzhou Museum in Jiangling,

Hubei province.
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Woman’s robe

<7 (F ), Chinese

Reconstruction of 2nd century BCE original
EAIFGEE )

253.0cm(w) x 163.5cm(1)
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Woman’s robe with embroidered patterning. Chinese, contemporary
reconstruction of 2nd century BCE original. The three Han dynasty (221
BCE-226 CE) tombs excavated at Mawangdui in central China in the 1972
yielded a large number of luxury silks that survived in good condition. Many of
these textiles were embroidered in chain stitch with sinuous, abstract animal,
plant, and cloud patterns. The chain stitch technique enabled embroiderers to
create such sweeping, curvilinear patterns, and Han embroiderers were highly
proficient in its execution. This robe was meticulously reconstructed by a
team of Chinese embroiderers supervised by Wang Yarong and Wang Xu, and
authenticated by the Jingzhou Museum.



Bronze mirror with remains of embroidered silk cover
ZFT (D, 3T A (BB )

Chinese, Warring States period. (475-221 BCE)
11.2cm(d)
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Bronze mirror with remains of embroidered silk cover.
Chinese, Warring States period. This bronze mirror and
its embroidered silk cover, both prestigious and cherished
luxury items at the time they were produced, were buried
with their original owner. Although some of the plain-weave
silk ground fabric has decomposed, the chain stitched pattern
has become encrusted on the surface and remains clearly
visible. An identical motif, depicting intertwined dragons and
birds encircling small tripartite roundels, was embroidered
on a silk robe excavated from Mashan Tomb 1. Such intricate

ornament likely bespoke the owner’s high social status.

Panel depicting a maiden on a floating lotus leaf

, A (i) 184171
Chinese, 18th century

34.3cm(w) x 66.0cm(1)

roidered screen panel depicting a maiden on a floating
lotus leaf. Chinese, 17th centur is screen panel depicts a
young woman wearing a robe that simulates the appearance
and texture of actual brocade through the skilful application
of decorative stitches. The girl’s coiffure was rendered with
delicate human hair threads, an innovation of Song palace
embroiderers in their quest for utmost realism. The white
lotus flower blossoming on the girl’s right is embellished with

tiny seed pearls.
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Blue twelve-symbol robe worn during sacrificial rites
FH(HE), FA () 1947]

Chinese, Qing dynasty 19th century

206cm(w) x 138cm(1)
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Blue twelve-symbol robe worn during sacrificial rites.
Chinese, nineteenth century. In accordance with the wuxing
(five phase) philosophy, which linked certain colors with
particular directions, elements, and seasons, the emperor
and his entourage wore blue robes when sacrificing at the
Altar of Heaven or the Hall of Annual Prayers, red when at
the Altar of the Sun, light blue for sacrifices to the moon,
and yellow for rituals at the Altar of Earth. The blue color of
this robe associates it with the imperial sacrifices at the Altar
of Heaven, ceremonies intended to ensure rainfall for the

agrarian Chinese.
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Weave floor mat
Sl () 22 Ao (BA SRR L)

Korean, Joseon dynasty
114.0cm(w) x 154.0cm(1)

Mot oz foltAl o] Folzl uj Gl vhket A gt =
oFe] A7k BAFEIITE AF WASE BALE Aofzl whe 21
$ge] E5%0 2 AgH,

Weave floor mat (detail). Korean, Joseon dynasty. Featuring
five stylized, polychrome cranes against a background
delicately self-patterned with birds and flowers, this expertly
woven mat represents one of the finest examples of this
highly fugitive form to have survived to the present. Floor
mats woven from rush straw typically were included among
the furnishings brought by a bride to her new husband’s

home.

































