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1. Introduction
Using the formal features of ceramics in the Joseon Dynasty, this paper examines Korean
aesthetic consciousness and sensibility, especially as expressed in white porcelain, showing how
this aesthetic consciousness was related to ruling-class ideology.
Ethnic art expresses the culture of a certain group. A sensibility can be expressed within the
culture of a country in many forms. Various art forms express the aesthetic ideals of Korea, such as
salpuri (a traditional dance style), talchum (a mask dance), genre paintings of the late Joseon Dynasty,
hanbok (traditional clothes), and gardens. The pottery of the Joseon period should not be overlooked
in this connection.

$FFRUGLQJ WR *UHJRU\ +HQGHUVRQ ±  ZKR EHFDPH D FROOHFWRU RI .RUHDQ FHUDPLFV
while working at the US Embassy in Seoul,
Koreans, in citing their own accomplishments, point rather to their national phonetic script,
Hangeul, to their probably pre-Gutenberg use, of movable type in printing, or to their tortoise
ship. Great as these accomplishments were, however, they were very poorly communicated to
anyone else and seem to have had little or no discernable effect on the rest of the world. Korean
FHUDPLFVLQFRQWUDVWERWKLQ.D\DDQGLQ<LFUXFLDOO\LQÀXHQFHG-DSDQHVHFHUDPLFVDQGKDYH
KDGERWKGLUHFWO\DQGWKURXJK-DSDQFRQWLQXRXVLQÀXHQFHRQWKHODVWKDOIFHQWXU\RIPRGHUQ
pottery throughout much of the world.2
Korean ceramics are, in fact, distinctive. The Goryeo potters learned the technique of creating
celadon-glazed ware from the potters of the Song Dynasty, but by the 13th century, they had developed
it to a point beyond that of mainland China. Europe at the time was not a technical or artistic
competitor in pottery. For these reasons, Henderson praised the uniqueness of the art of Korean
ceramics.

7KHDUWDQGWKRXJKWRIZRUOGUHQRZQHGSRWWHU%HUQDUG/HDFK ± DQGIRONFUDIWDFWLYLVW
<DQDJL0XQH\RVKL ± ZHUHDOVRLQÀXHQFHGE\.RUHDQFHUDPLFV:KDWDUHWKHDHVWKHWLF
qualities of Joseon pottery? What allowed them to have such aesthetic quality?

)LUVW,H[DPLQHWKHEDFNJURXQGRIWKHSRWWHU\FXOWXUHRIWKH-RVHRQ'\QDVW\DQGWKHÀRZRI
standard ceramics, considering its aesthetic qualities through a reading of domestic and foreign
critics, especially Yanagi and Henderson.
1

2

This article is based on the presentation given at the International Conference of “Aesthetic Consciousness in
East Asia” on October 29, 2015 organized by The Academy of Korean Studies.
Gregory Henderson, “Korean Ceramics: An Art’s Variety.” Catalog Exhibition of Collection of Mr. and Mrs.
Gregory Henderson (February 9 to March 9, 1969). Divisions of Art Gally, Ohio State University. p. 17.
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7KH$JHRI:KLWH3RUFHODLQ-RVHRQ
In terms of ceramic art, Joseon was the age of white porcelain. At the beginning of the Joseon
Dynasty, Buncheong (a grayish-blue-powdered celadon) was the most commonly produced, taking
the place of Goryeo celadon. However, beginning in the latter half of the 15th century, white porcelain
ZDVSURGXFHGLQODUJHTXDQWLW\LQRI¿FLDONLOQ ⭀䩗) installations, and white porcelain emerged as
the highest-quality ceramics produced during the Joseon period.

)LJXUHWKFHQWXU\*RU\HRERWWOH OHIW DQGWKFHQWXU\-RVHRQERWWOH ULJKW

This white porcelain exhibits a completely different sensibility from the jade-colored Goryeo
celadon, having many differences in its appearance.
Although they were used for the same purpose, Goryeo and Joseon ceramics differ in their
sensibilities. The jade celadon bottles made during the Goryeo period are thin, delicate, and elegant
in shape. On the other hand, the white porcelain bottles of the Joseon Dynasty are thick and rough.
They show a relatively artless sense of security when compared to Goryeo celadon (See Figure 1).
Why did the shape of ceramics, even those used for the same purpose, change in this way? It
may be that the ideology and philosophy of the state itself altered as time passed and that this change
in ideology affected the formal features of ceramic art as practiced.
In the Goryeo period, aristocrats formed a centralized ruling class. It is the culture of this class
that is most represented from this era. However, during the Joseon period, Buddhism, which was the
state religion during the Goryeo period, was abandoned in favor of a new ruling ideology based on
neo-Confucianism. Social reform was promoted through the ideology of national socialism. Common
SHRSOHDVZHOODVDULVWRFUDWVZHUHHQWLWOHGWRDWWDLQWKHKLJKHVWTXDOL¿FDWLRQVIRUJRYHUQPHQWVHUYLFH
through the state examination. This change in ideology led the culture of the two periods down
HQWLUHO\GLIIHUHQWURDGVLQÀXHQFLQJFKDQJHVLQFUDIW3

3

Kang Byeong-hee, “The Beauty of the Korean Joseon Dynasty,” KIC News Vol.17., No.3, 2014, p.65. Korean
names are all given in Korean order, i.eVXUQDPH¿UVW

.RUHDQ$HVWKHWLF&RQVFLRXVQHVV5HÀHFWHGLQWKH&HUDPLF$UWRI-RVHRQ

49



)LUVWOHW¶VEULHÀ\H[DPLQHWKHFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI-RVHRQFHUDPLFV
During the Joseon Dynasty, white porcelain with no inherent pattern was the most basic form of
pottery. This porcelain was divided into white porcelain, red-hot iron white porcelain (揝䔓䘥䡩*,
and copper white porcelain (戭䔓䘥䡩), depending on what pigment was used to add patterns and
images. Other styles included white porcelain painted with openwork (德⇣), embossed carving, and
intaglio (昘⇣) that were done without using colored pigments. The absence of color was a prominent
feature of much Joseon white porcelain.
In the early 15th century, blue and white ware was made, following trends in China. The blue
and white ware of the Joseon Dynasty was dedicated to the royal family and aristocratic classes, who
alone were entitled to enjoy it.
The vessels used in royal palaces and national ceremonies, such as dragon jars (瀒㧥) and vases,
PDLQWDLQHGWKHLUGLJQL¿HGDQGPDMHVWLFIRUPVIRU\HDUVZLWKRXWPDMRUFKDQJHVIROORZLQJWKH
guidelines set out in Ritual Theory (䥖婾). The theme of the Four Gracious Plants (⚃⏃⫸) was often
depicted on pottery, as a symbol of the frugal noble.
Plain white porcelain was most prized during the Joseon Dynasty. Many records in The Annals
of the Joseon Dynasty (㛅歖䌳㛅⮎抬) or other contemporary documents indicating that pure white
ZDUHZDVYDOXHGEHFDXVHLWLVWHFKQLFDOO\YHU\GLI¿FXOWWRPDNHSXUHZKLWHZDUHZKLFKZDVWDNHQWR
express purity and innocence.
Sung-Hyun, in his Yongjae Chonghua (ㄝ滳⎊娙),4 wrote that all royal vessels were made of white
porcelain in the time of King Sejong. Gwanghaegun’s Diary (㴟⏃㖍姀) and the Gyeongguk
Daejeon Annotation (䴻⚳⣏℠姣妋) also recorded that the king used white porcelain, princes used
EOXH SRUFHODLQ DQG RWKHU JRYHUQPHQW RI¿FLDOV LQ WKH UR\DO SDODFH XVHG SDLQWHG SRUFHODLQ ,W LV
certainly rare for royalty anywhere in the world, during any period, to exclusively use a pure white
lacquer with no pattern.
This is in sharp contrast to the patterns of production found in the neighboring countries of
China and Japan, where most white porcelain exhibits patterns made by using various coloring agents
on the white, and only rarely are white porcelains found without patterns. In an early-14th-century
trade ship found offshore of Shinan, Korea, about 20.000 pieces of white and blue porcelain were
found, but almost no pure white ware.
From the mid-14th century, the Chinese began to make their own white porcelain and disseminate
it rapidly. Beginning with the early Ming Dynasty, porcelain was developed with overglaze decoraWLRQVDQGWKHFRORUIXOSRUFHODLQZLWKWKUHHRU¿YHFRORUSDWWHUQVHQWHUHGWKHPDLQVWUHDPRI&KLQHVH
ceramics.
Japan adopted China‘s gorgeous blue and white porcelain and its cultivated ceramics culture. In
the late 17th century, the ceramics culture of Japan began to be developed and exported all over the
world, and now that country is a leader in world ceramics culture.
However, even though the mainstream of Chinese ceramics was encountered during the Joseon
Dynasty, including both the popular blue-white porcelain and the colored ceramics, only blue and
4

Sung-Hyun (ㆸὼ± OLYHGGXULQJWKHHDUO\-RVHRQSHULRGYongjae Chonghua is the name of his
book, which deals with civilian customs and cultural institutions from the Goryeo period to King Sungjong of
Joseon.
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white porcelain were styles were taken up in Korea. During the 500 years of the Joseon period, there
was almost no manufacture of colored porcelain.5
What was so attractive and worth pursuing in the white porcelain? It is necessary to begin with
an analysis of the characteristics of Korean ceramics.
A representative historian of the aesthetics and art of Korea, Go Yu-seup (檀塽䆖± 
categorized the aesthetic quality of Korea as gusuhan mat GHOLFDWHÀDYRU 6XFKDÀDYRULVDWDVWH
that is pure and innocent, not derived from sharpness, discrepancy, or rupture.

:KHQWKLVGHOLFDWHÀDYRUDSSHDUVLQDPRUHORFDOL]HGIRUPLWEHFRPHVgosuhan mat (savory
ÀDYRU DQGDW\SLFDOH[DPSOHRIWKLVLVWKHFRORURIZKLWHSRUFHODLQ6 On the outside, it is merely
white, but it can be characterized by various factors that seep in. There is an analogy here, based on
the fact that the color of the white porcelain is not a uniform white but is a product of a deep tastefulness condensed into various colors, such as the color of Oriental ink (⡐刚).

&KRL 6XQX ±  D GLVFLSOH RI *R <XVHRS LVRODWHG kansomi (䯉䳈伶) as a unique
Korean aesthetic quality, describing white porcelain as a representative example of this. Choi Sun-u
also characterized Joseon ceramics as having a kind of warming sensation that deeply cohered and
GLGQRWEHFRPHZHDNRUÀDEE\7

-R<RKDQ ± IRXQGWKDWWKHZKLWHSRUFHODLQVW\OHZDVGHULYHGIURPDQXQFRQVFLRXV
trust in nature.
“The true essence of Korean beauty is that it does not use petty tricks but takes on an attitude
RIPDNLQJWKDWHPSWLHVWKHPLQG,QVWHDGRIFUHDWLQJVXSHUÀXLW\/DR7]X¶VOHWWLQJQDWXUHEH 䃉
䇚冒䃞) or the Buddhist yathabhutam gave birth to the archaic beauty of Korea.”8
According to Jo Yo-han, making white porcelain has two steps: (1) putting a pattern on the body
and glaze on it (慱ᶳ㕥㔯) and (2) baking a porcelain and mixing the ingredients in a kind of milky
oil with the glaze to reveal the pattern, followed by re-baking (慱ᶲᶳ㔯). Joseon white porcelain
followed the former method (慱ᶳ㕥㔯), even preferring pure white porcelain that has no pattern to
the above method.
This style comes from the heart of Koreans, who love white. Because the moon jar (a common
type of white porcelain object) is not symmetrical, it appears natural and relaxed, containing a sense
of security. For this reason, it is called a typical example of “the archaic beauty (⎌㊁伶) of Korea”9
What qualities did Joseon pottery possess in the eyes of foreigners?

5

6
7
8
9

Chung Yang-mo, “The beauty of Joseon white porcelain and blue and white porcelain,” Monthly Chosun,
November. In this place, Chung also wrote that in the Oju-Yeonmunjangjeon-Sango (Ḽ㳚埵㔯攟䬳㔋䧧),
known the encyclopedia of the late Joseon dynasty, there is a record that white porcelain was highly esteemed
in the Joseon Dynasty, and when it was painted, it was judged to be less than pure. Excavations of ceramics
from Joseon-era kilns all over the country show that white porcelain was over 99% of all porcelain in the 17th
century, and patterns using blue (blue), iron (reddish brown), and fairy (red) are quite rare.
Go Yu-Seup, Collected Works of Go Yu-Seu (Youlhwadang, 2007), p.110.
Choi Sun-u, “Our Art”, Collected Works of Choi Sun-u, Vol.5, Hakgojae, (1992), p. 247
Jo Yo-Han, The Review of Korean Beauty, (Youlhwadang, 2010), P.247.
Ibid.SS±
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<DQDJL0XQH\RVKLDQGWKH%HDXW\RI-RVHRQ&HUDPLFV
Yanagi Muneyoshi, a well-known representative of
the Japanese Folk Crafts Movement (the Mingei
movement), was fascinated by Korean art, its Buddhist
art, ceramics, and simple craftsmanship, writing many
reviews on Joseon art.10
Yanagi began to be attracted to the pottery of Joseon
after receiving a small pottery given as a gift by Asagawa
1RULWDND ± DQHOHPHQWDU\VFKRRODUWWHDFKHU
in 1914 (Figure 2). In that year he discussed the ceramics
of Joseon as follows.
Let’s examine a joy I have newly discovered
here: the beauty of the form that appears in ceramics.
This is a completely new surprise that was hinted at by
Picture2. Blue and white ceramics vase.
the pottery of Joseon. I cannot consider the shape of Height 13.5cm.
this pottery lightly as a small thing, although I paid
little attention to it earlier. It provides a great clue to seeing nature.... Until yesterday, I was not
HYHQDEOHWRGUHDPWKDW,ZRXOGEHDEOHUHDGKXPDQZDUPWKQRELOLW\DQGPDJQL¿FHQFHLQWKH
cold earthenware. To the extent that I can determine, the most developed sense of this form of
beauty is found in Ancient Joseon people (⎌㛅歖Ṣ).11
Yanagi, who lost his heart to Joseon pottery, decided to travel to Korea in 1916 and meet Asagawa
7DNXPL ± DFROOHFWRURI-RVHRQDUWOLYLQJLQ-RVHRQHQJDJLQJPRUHGHHSO\LQKLVLQWHUHVW
of Joseon art, especially on ceramics.
A large Joseon urn, part of Takumi’s collection, caused him, as he described later, to be
surrounded by emotions that he had never experienced before. He wrote, ”I hope to write the history
of Joseon art in the near future”.12 Yanagi’s motivation for establishing the Korean National Museum
originated in his inspirations by Joseon ceramics.
The importance of Yanagi’s theory of Joseon art included the perception that while the great
DFKLHYHPHQWVLQ.RUHDQDUWDUHRIWHQWKRXJKWWRKDYHRFFXUUHGGXULQJWKHSUH*RU\HRHUDVSHFL¿FDOO\
Korean characteristics appear in the works of the Joseon Dynasty.
What did Yanagi understand the characteristics of Korean ceramics to be? The characteristics of
Joseon ceramics that were described by Yanagi should be examined.
10

11

12

Yanagi and his colleagues in the folk movement, shared an aesthetic sensibility that had great appreciation for
the Joseon art and the traditional crafts of the Edo period.
Yanagi Muneyoshi, “Communication from Abiko,” Yanagi Muneyoshi Zenshu [Collected Works of Yanagi
Soetsu], (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobo 1981), I, p. 334. The number I designates Volume I of the collected works,
meaning that this reference is to p. 334 of the guide book. References to the completed works of Yanagi
Muneyoshi can be seen below, represented with the corresponding volume and page numbers
Ibid., VI, p. 69.
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According to Yanagi, before the Joseon Dynasty, “the Orient
ZDV DOO XQGHU WKH LQÀXHQFH RI WKH 7DQJ DQG 6RQJ FXOWXUH²QRW
only Silla but the entire peninsula that connected the continent to
WKHUHOLJLRQDQGDUWRI-DSDQDFURVVWKHVHDLQDWLPHRIXQL¿HG
Buddhism in the east.
However, when Confucianism replaced Buddhism in the
Joseon Dynasty, the two philosophies were found to be incompatible. Anyone who tries to understand and study the art of the
Joseon Dynasty in its essence must understand the violent trends
of the times and the background of Confucianism.”13
As is clear from the above, Yanagi argued that the change in
Figure 3. Blue and white pot with a
religion from Buddhism to Confucianism was what changed
red and blue pattern, 18th century.
Joseon art in a fundamental way.
He further states that Buddhism teaches the relativity of the
earth can be overcome and how all peoples can be united in paradise (㳬⛇), but Confucianism
teaches "how to love our own country and live comfortably on earth. As Buddhism that puts Nirvana
(⼤Ⱡ LQWKHFHQWHUEHFDPHOHVVSRZHUIXODQG&RQIXFLDQLVPZKLFKSODFHVHDUWKO\WHDFKLQJV¿UVW
JDLQHGSRZHUFRQÀLFWDURVHEHWZHHQFRXQWULHVDQGWKHH[LVWHQFHRIIDPLO\FDPHWRWKHIRUH$UWIRU
its part, began to change direction, following the changing religion.”14
Therefore, unlike the case of Goryeo, during the Joseon Dynasty, it was considered that
“acquiring a grounded, settled foundation” was the central problem, an idea that also appeared in
pottery. While, in the Goryeo period, distinctive types or lines of delicate and elegant emotion were
prominent, the ceramics of Joseon were “much simpler in form and volume, focused more on
meaning than emotion. Therefore, “the work created during the Joseon period was more powerful
than that of Goryo. If woman’s beauty is found in the work of Goryeo, the beauty of man in Leejo’s
works”15. In other words, Joseon pottery has a boldness that is rarely seen in Goryeo. The Foot (檀⎘)
are relatively small and their mouths (⎋悐) are often very high. This is rarely seen in China.16
Yanagi also pointed out that Joseon ceramics are also unique in their glazes.
“Even though [Joseon pottery] is made of the same white porcelain, how different it is from Ming
porcelain, which bears a chilly and sharp pure white! A hint of a light blue color is always found
in [Joseon pottery], it is surrounded by a color like a powder, or it shows an off-white color that
seems to sink into it. This seems to me to be a manifestation of a mind that descends within
itself.” 17

13
14
15
16
17

Ibid., VI, pp.156-157.
Ibid., VI, p. 157.
Ibid., VI, pp. 157-159.
Ibid., VI, p. 161.
Ibid., VI, pp. 161-162.

.RUHDQ$HVWKHWLF&RQVFLRXVQHVV5HÀHFWHGLQWKH&HUDPLF$UWRI-RVHRQ

53

Yanagi often discussed the shape and color of Joseon ceramics, especially the beauty of their
simple forms. “China is provocative. However, Joseon works never force us. Often they are like a
child’s picture of a free-spirited taste”18
On the color of Joseon pottery, Yanagi observed that
“In here (Joseon), I cannot see any of that reddish-gray (崌䴝)19 that was so developed in the
Ming Dynasty and then competitively boasted its beauty in Japan. Osyu (⏱ⶆ桐̯崌刚), which
grants a feeling of the modesty and the dim, is almost all of the selected colors... this is a marvelous
thing in Joseon, which is developed especially in porcelains.”20
Yanagi was fascinated by the ceramic art of Joseon and the formative qualities it possessed, and
he wrote in his book “The Beauty and Character of Ijo Porcelain” (1959), which he wrote two years
before his death, that “In explaining beauty in Buddhist terms, using the example of Joseon porcelain
to describe the cause of beauty is as good as a lively explanation“.21
Yanagi again expressed himself on the beauty of Joseon porcelain:
It can express the nature of beauty in Buddhist terms very well. ... Huni (澵Ḵ) is that which does
QRWOHDQRQHLWKHUVLGH²OHIWRUULJKW²DQGQRWKLQJFDXVHVDFKRLFHWREHPDGH7KXVLWJHQWO\
conforms to all circumstances and bears no trace of obsession with anything. If you call it hunisin
(澵Ḵ⽫), this hunisin was provided in the heart of the Joseon people from birth. Whatever they
made spontaneously emitted hunibi (澵Ḵ伶). The sketch of my thought is that this hunisin (澵Ḵ
⽫) is the nature of the beauty of this pottery22.
The Japanese were characterized by Yanagi as dividing the world when making things into two
kinds, that bearing beauty and that bearing ugliness, but in the Joseon, things were made without this
consciousness and were more beautiful as a result.
Yanagi termed the works of Joseon “the previous things of the beauty and ugliness” and Japanese
works as “the afterword things of the beauty and ugliness.” The latter, in his words, can never
overcome the beauty of the former; therefore, “even if someone has a sense of beauty, this does not
necessarily lead to creating a beautiful thing.”
As is clear here, in Yanagi, “the beauty that accepts incompleteness” is more deeply impressive
than the “beauty reluctant to accept incompleteness.” He stressed the points that “Whether one is
beautiful or ugly, there is a way to be free and beautiful,” and “Beauty reaches its extreme state where
there are no obstacles to it”23 This should be understood as referring to the nature of beauty as it
18
19

20
21
22
23

Ibid.,VI, p.162.
This refers to a pottery colored red that bears designs or images painted using pigments such as green, purple,
DQG EOXH ,W ZDV FRPPRQ GXULQJ WKH &KLQHVH 6RQJ '\QDVW\ DQG LQ -DSDQ GXULQJ WKH 6KǀKǀ 㬋ᾅ⸜攻,
± 
Yanagi Muneyoshi Zenshu , op. cit.,VI, pp. 162-163.
Ibid., VI, p. 519.
Ibid.
Ibid., VIII, p. 12.
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naturally arises from the unconsciousness of the producer. That is, no production method is inherently
related to beauty and ugliness or perfection and imperfection.

<DQDJLIHOWDWWUDFWHGWR-RVHRQSRWWHU\EHFDXVHLWH[KLELWHGQRVLJQL¿FDQWGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ
jôtemono (the aristocratic) and getemono (common things), as was unlike in Japan. This also relates
to his opinion that the essence of a craft is in its use.
Yanagi noted that while there was a government kiln in Joseon, there was no private studio,
forcing all work to be anonymous. Thus, during the Joseon Dynasty, everything, from ceremonies to
tableware and interior furnishing, was not made for viewing but for actual use, resulting in the lack
of a custom of keeping ceramics close and enjoying them, as was found in Japan. He suggests that
this is the main reason for the beauty of Joseon ceramics.
This claim precisely grasps the aesthetic ideology of the Joseon ruling class, who felt a strong
rejection about “losing its essence or ideals by immersing themselves in one thing”, that is, “the
wanmul sangji (䍑䈑╒⽿)”.
Yanagi sums up this thought in this way:
In general, an object made for use is considered to have lower quality, but, for just that reason, no
opportunity was found to force, distort, or pursue grace. Therefore, it could be possible to avoid
the detrimental effects of the production. This style is natural and candid. Furthermore, since it is
only intended for use, it must be made with good health. It has no sickness or nervousness.
Pottery for the use was saved from danger. There is no such necessity in Japan, where there is
much individualized pottery. In Japan, too, truly beautiful things may be found in common
vessels.24
In the next section, we examine the characteristics of Korean pottery through the eyes of Gregory
Henderson, a collector of Korean pottery, with a Western rather than Asian perspective.
*UHJRU\+HQGHUVRQDQG-RVHRQ&HUDPLFV
Gregory Henderson came to Seoul in July 1948 to serve as a vice-consul at the US Embassy
WKHUHDQGEHJDQFROOHFWLQJ.RUHDQFHUDPLFVZLWKDJUHDWGHDORILQWHUHVW+HZDVÀXHQWLQ-DSDQHVH
DQG.RUHDQ:KHQKHVHUYHGDVWKH3UHVLGHQWRIWKH.\RWR&XOWXUDO&HQWHULQ-DSDQ ± KH
shared his interest in Korean ceramics in his association with Noritaka (㳭ⶅỗ㔁). During his time
at the US Embassy in Seoul, he deepened his knowledge of Korean art, connecting with Korean
specialists such as Kim Won-ryong.
Joseph H. Thayer, Henderson’s grandfather, was a merchant in China, and Professor Langdon
Warner, under whom Henderson studied Oriental art at Harvard, was friends with his father.
Henderson acquired a profound interest in Eastern art early in his life. He was not a theorist like
Yanagi; he created no artistic criticism or aesthetic commentary on Joseon ceramics or the sense of
the Joseon period, but he was an expert in Korean history. He thus wrote on the political situation in
24

Ibid., VI, pp. 249-250.
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Korea relative to socio-political history, examining beautiful pottery from a social and political
perspective.

+HQGHUVRQ OLNH <DQDJL DFNQRZOHGJHG WKDW .RUHDQ FHUDPLFV ZHUH LQÀXHQFHG E\ WKH
overwhelming and sophisticated Chinese ceramics culture.
However, he insisted that “the important thing is that Korean pottery did not imitate Chinese pottery
EXWDFFHSWHGLWFUHDWLYHO\´DQGVDZ.RUHDQSRWWHU\DVDQXQXVXDODUW7KLVUHÀHFWV<DQDJL¶VUHFRJnition of the unique beauty of Joseon art, differentiating the Joseon art from that of China. In this
context, what are the characteristics of Korean ceramics that Henderson focused on?
Henderson highlighted such characteristics of weight or roughness in Korean ceramics,
explaining that these characteristics gave visual effects that avoid fussiness, brittleness, or fragility.
Along these lines, he described Korean pottery as rough, haphazard, lacking formality, imperfect,
spontaneous, and innovative. This product, according to him, was the result of “a general lack of
schemes or formality.”25
The origin of these qualities, he held, was to be found in the internal structure of Korean society,
which is characterized by the absence of any intermediaries between the peasantry and the kingship,
in contrast to Western or Japanese feudal society. Rather, in Korean society, whirlwind politics drive
all political entities before the power of the centralized government. Henderson suggests the following
argument, relating the structural characteristics of Korean society to the characteristics of Joseon
ceramics.
Although the energetic intangibility of Korean ceramics leads to other characteristics, we can
estimate the common characteristics of Korean society with this background. When this central
control weakened, there was no mechanism to replace it. Control and dialogue between the upper
and lower strata were cut off which freed socially disowned potters. Korean pottery was more
OLEHUDOWKDQ(XURSH&KLQDDQG-DSDQ$VDUHVXOW.RUHDQSRWWHU\WULHGWR¿QGDVROXWLRQRQLWV
own, and achieved “spontaneity” in taste and culture at the moment of creativeness.26
According to Henderson, when the potters of Joseon became liberated from forms and from the
imposed standards learned from those who lived with the feudal lord,
During the Joseon Dynasty, then, free from schematized techniques, processes, and fussy details,
the road was open to create an original pottery characterized by vigor and a certain devil-may-care
insouciance.

7KLVVW\OHZDVIDUIURPDUWLVWLFDQGDULVWRFUDWLFWDVWHV3RWWHUVKRZHYHUKDGFRQ¿GHQFHLQWKHLU
productions, because they had no need to concern themselves about the actual emotional standards.
This means that control and dialogue between the upper and lower strata of the Joseon Dynasty were
severed, freeing the socially accepted potters. Korean potters worked on creating a solution
themselves; at the moment of creation, they achieved a spontaneity in taste and patterns. The inborn
talent that appears to be exhibited in the works of these Joseon potters has been noted.
25

26

Kim Jung-gi, The Land of Beauty, Jeseon–Yanagi, Asakawa Brothers, Henderson’s Ceramic Tales, (Hanul,
2011), p. 284 re-citation. Gregory Henderson, op. cit., p. 7.
Ibid. p. 285 re-citation.
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Henderson, like Yanagi and other students of Korean art, also argued that the arts of Korea
experienced an aesthetic revolution during the transition from Goryeo to Joseon in the late 14th
century. He noted that Lotus Buddhism, which underpinned political relationships during the Goryeo
period, was abolished, and the ideology of the nation was overthrown. A new ideology, formed on
the doctrines of Chu-Tzu, which emphasized simplicity, temperance, and abstinence, came to
dominance in the Joseon Dynasty. Henderson saw the aesthetic difference between the upper and
lower levels during the Joseon Dynasty as the key to understanding Joseon pottery. Here, Henderson
differs from Yanagi.

<DQDJLFODLPHGWKDWDUHDVRQIRUWKHEHDXW\RI-RVHRQSRWWHU\LVWKDWWKHUHZDVQRVLJQL¿FDQW
difference between jôtemono (the aristocratic) and getemono (common things). Henderson claimed
that the unconscious state ideology that overthrew Goryeo did not spread everywhere immediately,
leaving a gap between the upper-level dynastic power and the lower classes, which widened; as a
result, the aesthetics became differentiated. The ruling class, which held the upper power, preferred
white porcelain and in small quantities, while the lower classes called for mass production and greater
variety in porcelain.
For white porcelain, Joseon central power’s initiative characterized white porcelain, as the
Gwangju branch was responsible for its production for the court. The beauty of white porcelain lies
in its great chasteness and beauty, which symbolized the dynasty’s taste, the whiteness representing
WKHQDWLRQVLPSOLFLW\DQGDFRQVFLRXVFXOWRIDVFHWLFLVP,QSDUWLFXODUDW¿UVWWKHZKLWHFRORURIWKH
white porcelain was clear and glowing color, but later transformed into milky white, and after 1780
it turned into a bluish white with a cool blue color, which symbolizes the pure ideal of the Joseon
Dynasty.
Henderson noted that the white porcelain of the Ming Dynasty was produced in large quantities
and exported to distant places such as the Near East and Egypt, but Joseon Dynasty kilns developed
an indigenous blue-white porcelain for domestic consumption. The white porcelain of Joseon showed
a separate identity from its counterpart in the Ming Dynasty in its form, pattern, and feeling.
Professor Mauri, who examined the white porcelain of the Joseon Dynasty in the Henderson
Collection, found that while the white porcelain of the Joseon Dynasty used a chrysanthemum
pigment that was imported from China, its effect was to produce a distinctive color, silent and elegant,
unlike the lustrous white porcelain produced in China.
Comparative analyses of the aesthetic qualities the pottery produced during the Joseon period
shows that the white porcelain of Joseon is created without the use of troublesome techniques that
would supply various colors to the pieces, instead taking a simple color, a deformity-free form, and
a free and natural beauty. Keeping these aesthetic qualities in mind, in the next section, we examine
two features that are frequently discussed.
&KDUDFWHULVWLFVRI-RVHRQ&HUDPLFVDQG.RUHDQ$HVWKHWLF&RQVFLRXVQHVV
The primary aesthetic quality of Joseon white porcelain is an emphasis on the beauty of the
margins. Ceramic artists therefore refused to decorate their pottery with glaze. A secondary charac-
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teristic is that this art remains close to nature and evades being artistic.
The most remarkable thing to note in the history of Korean ceramics is the refusal of overglaze
decoration (慱ᶲ⼑ -RVHRQHUDFHUDPLFVZHUHLQÀXHQFHGE\&KLQDIURPEHJLQQLQJWRHQG2QHLV
reminded of Ming and Qing ceramics in the form and decorative patterns of Joseon ceramics.
However, Chinese ceramics were created by using overglazing techniques (ᶲ丒㈨埻) beginning in
WKHODWHWKFHQWXU\DQGVLQFHWKHWKFHQWXU\¿YHFRORUHG Ḽ⼑) porcelain was popularized.
These ceramics were being exported to Europe at least from the 17th century, and they were
OHDGHUVLQWKHÀRZRIZRUOGFHUDPLFV-DSDQHVHSURGXFWVMRLQHGWKLVÀRZ-RVHRQDORQHZDVVLOHQWDQG
ignored trends in pottery commerce.
In the world of high-temperature ceramics, there is a sharp distinction between porcelain with
an overglaze decoration (慱ᶲ⼑) and that with a glaze decoration on the bottom (慱ᶳ⼑). Overglaze
decoration is disadvantageous, because the production process is complicated: it must be baked at a
high temperature, decorated at a low temperature, and then baked again at a low temperature. On the
other hand, this technique enables the free use of vivid colors.
Joseon craftsmen did not use this low-temperature painting method, in which the use of colorful
FRORUVHPSOR\HGE\&KLQHVHDQG-DSDQHVHSRWWHUVLVJUHDWO\VLPSOL¿HG7KH\UHVWULFWHGWKHPVHOYHVWR
VROHPQFRORUVXVLQJDKLJKGLI¿FXOW\PHWKRGXQWLOWKHHQG
It is thought that the choice of method whereby Joseon white porcelain was produced was not
due to a restriction caused by any lack of technology but stemmed from an aesthetic sense that
resisted having more decoration than necessary. Additionally, the creation of colorful ceramics would
have gone against contemporary Confucian values.
The archaeologist Kim Jae-yeol, ties this aesthetic to shamanism, which is a matrix of Korean
FXOWXUH$OWKRXJKLWFDQQRWEHGH¿QLWLYHO\VKRZQWKDWWKHLQÀXHQFHRIVKDPDQLVPLVUHVSRQVLEOHIRU
this aesthetic, it has been noted in many studies Koreans have a tendency to avoid patterns, a tendency
to reject excessive decoration, and a preference for white. This can be seen in many aspects of the art
and crafts of Korea. The hanbok of the Joseon Dynasty tends to be monochromatic, often white, for
both genders, unlike the Japanese kimono, which boasts brilliant motifs, or the Chinese qipao, which
stands out for its colorful embroidery. If we take into account that the ruling class, which was not
FRQVWUDLQHGE\VXSSO\DQGGHPDQGZHUHRQWKHIRUHIURQWRIVXFKWUHQGVLWLVGLI¿FXOWWRLQWHUSUHWWKLV
one as being due to a lack of technology or funding.
The literati of the Joseon Dynasty were dominated by the neo-Confucianist ideology that things
should be used as a means for the virtue of the subject. Therefore, they expressed displeasure in
falling into the state of the wanmul sangji (䍑䈑╒⽿)27. It thus appears likely that this trend played a
role in the rejection of decoration.
The second striking characteristic of the products of Joseon pottery is their proximity to natural
REMHFWVDVDUHVXOWRIWKHGLVWDQFHWKH\PDLQWDLQIURPWHFKQLFDOVNLOO7KHDUWKLVWRULDQ&KRL*RQJ±KR
FRQFOXGHG WKDW LW ZRXOG EH GLI¿FXOW MXGJH WKDW WKH DHVWKHWLF TXDOLWLHV RI .RUHDQ SURGXFWV LQFOXGH
HODERUDWLRQDQGPDJQL¿FHQFH
The impressions of the Japanese and Western missionaries in the beginnings of foreign study of
27

To lose the ideal by sticking to favorite objects.
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Korean art and the domestic scholars who were able to describe it on a subjective footing before and
after liberation from the colonial period were agreed in their evaluation that Korean art is close to
nature and keeps technique at a distance.
&KRL*RQJ±KRQRWLQJWKDWWKHSURGXFWRI.RUHDQWUDGLWLRQDOFUDIWVVXFKDV-RVHRQZKLWHSRUFHODLQ
is not itself a technique, developed an understanding of the grand aesthetic consciousness (⣏奨䘬伶
シ嬀) that was prevalent in the ruling class of the Joseon Dynasty.
This grand aesthetic consciousness is the sense that was spread on the basis of cheongong-uisik
(⣑ⶍシ嬀, consciousness worshiping the harmony of nature) and munbang cheongwan (㔯㶠䍑,
pure enjoyment of scholars’ accoutrements).
First, consciousness worshiping the harmony of nature (⣑ⶍシ嬀).
The most widely shared concept among texts examining Korean aesthetics is the beauty of
QDWXUH7KLVLPSOLHVDPLQLPL]DWLRQRIWKHLQWHUYHQWLRQRIDUWL¿FLDOWHFKQRORJ\EXWLWFDQDOVRPHDQ
that the artist employed a sophisticated technique but hid its traces. Cheongong-uisik, for its part, is
a concept that shares much with beauty of nature. It is man-made, but denotes a natural state, as if the
object were a product of heaven and not an artifact.
In Korean literature, cheongong (⣑ⶍ) means the harmony of the heavens or of natural objects.
,WLVWKHRSSRVLWHRIDUWL¿FLDO,WLVDKXPDQSURGXFWWKDWQHYHUWKHOHVVKDVUHDFKHGDVWDWHRIQDWXUHDV
if it was divinely created, which implies that it embodies an accomplishment corresponding to an
HOHJDQFH DQG GLJQLW\ WKDW LV QHLWKHU VSHFWDFXODU QRU LQVXI¿FLHQW ,I WKLV WHFKQLTXH LV LQWHUUXSWHG
cheongong (⣑ⶍ) will be interfered with be transformed into gyotal cheongong (ⶏ⤒⣑ⶍ), an
DUWL¿FLDO VRSKLVWLFDWLRQ VXUSDVVLQJ WKH QDWXUDO RQH %HFDXVH WHFKQLTXH FRPHV IURP KXPDQ EHLQJV
HOLPLQDWLQJWKLVDUWL¿FLDOLW\DVPXFKDVSRVVLEOHZDVUHTXLUHGWRDSSURDFKWKHLGHDORIcheongong.
However, the exclusion of the use was against the spirit of cheongong. This is because the false
consciousness that creates useless objects is distant from the concept of ‘cheongong.
It is due to this ideology of Joseon that its products bore a naturalness that was present for a long
period, as being in harmony with one’s surroundings, as well as discovering the proper use of
something, is an attribute of Joseon craft.
At that time, the trend of expressing qianwan (㶠䍑桐㼖) was commonly found. The literati did
not only have a choice of objects but also a positive tendency to create their own ideal standards,
record them, and maintain them.
Many Qing dynasty objects have been found with poetry and names written on them by literati.
These expressed in detail their standards of dignity. In the following statement of Hong Man-sun,28
VXPPDUL]LQJFULWHULDIRUGHQIXUQLWXUHLVDVLJQL¿FDQWH[DPSOHRIWKHVWDWHRIWKLVSUDFWLFH
When you make a desk or a table, it is very indecent to put a banding decoration or cloud-shaped
carvings between the legs and the top plate. Do not decorate metal ornaments, and do not paint
RQWKHPXVLQJUHGRU\HOORZODFTXHURUFDUYHVWUDQJHÀRZHUV ⣯剙) on the palette. It is worse than
the shabby and old.29
 $VFKRODULQWKH.LQJ6XNMRQJSHULRG ± +HHPSKDVL]HGSUDFWLFDOZHOIDUHE\VWXG\LQJDJURQRP\
and medicine.
29 Choi Gong-Ho, “Aesthetics of Korean Art.” Art History Forum. Vol 35. 2012. Re-citation from p. 255.
28
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This is also in an article suggesting that small expressions or elaborate portrayals undermine the
essence. It is an example of how the ruling class of Korea lived thriftily to practice contemporary
Confucian ideology.
Choi claims that the tendency of QingWan (㶠䍑) making the practice of the ideology of
Neo-Confucianism in everyday life, and the making way by the thought of Cheogong which excluded
DDUWL¿FLDOWHFKQLTXHDVPXFKDVSRVVLEOHZDVWKHFDXVHRIFUHDWLQJDQDWPRVSKHUHWKDWGRHVQRWSD\
much attention to the trivial part. In this atmosphere it would not have been considered anything of
great importance, if someone took issue with a small defect.30
Given these facts, the aesthetic qualities that appear in Joseon white porcelain, namely, archaism,
simplicity, shabbiness, unrestrained liberty, and natural beauty were part of a morality formed by the
aesthetic ideology of the Joseon ruling class. This ideology is based on ‘the rejection of wanmul
sangji (䍑䈑╒⽿)’ and ‘cheongong-uisik (⣑ⶍシ嬀)’ and is expressed as understated sensibility.
This sensibility spread as the popular class emerged during the late Joseon Dynasty, and it came to
form a characteristic of a general Korean aesthetic sense, which, even as it is passing through a
YDULHW\RIFKDQJHVXQGHUWKHLQÀXHQFHRIJOREDOL]DWLRQVWLOOPDLQWDLQVDUHMHFWLRQRIWKHFRPSOH[LW\
of form and a love of the white and simplicity even today, expressed in the aesthetic sensibility of
many Koreans.
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