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ABSTRACT

The production and usage of blue and white porcelains of
the 15th and 16th centuries Joseon Dynasty

Yoon Hyojeong

With the beginning of the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1910), blue-and-white porcelain emerged as
a new type of ceramic. As it changed and developed throughout the whole dynastic period, later
Joseon blue-and-white porcelain display its own lyrical characteristics and pictorial design, which
distinguishes it from its Chinese counterpart, Blue-and-white porcelain from the 15th and 16th
centuries are extremely significant, for they show a process that at first followed chinese models
but later shifts to establish a unique style of Joseon blue and white porcelains. Yet, due to the lack
of historical records and extant wares from this period, it has been hard to conduct a focused
study on 15th and 16th century blue-and-white porcelain.

This paper examines 15th and 16th century blue-and-white porcelain in terms of production
and usage. By examining recently excavated materials discovered at Joseon white porcelain kiln
sites, and analyzing both uninvestigated records from anthologies of private writings and official
recordings found in joseon Dynasty Choronicles (et F i1 #4%, ), this paper attempts to uncover
in detail how the blue-and-white porcelain was thought of in Joseon society at that time and how
it was made and used in the 15th and 16th centuries.

Stemming from a close relationship with China’s Ming (#3) royal court, blue-and-white
porcelain was imported from China in early Joseon. As the use of blue-and-white porcelain

replaced metallic vessels in ceremonies, there was an increase in demand. After 1450, the limited
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importation of Chinese blue-and-white porcelain came to a stop. Thus, the Joseon royal court was
forced to produce its own blue-and-white porcelain in order to meet the demand and stabilize
ceramic production, As a result under the guidance of the Joseon royal court, the beginning of
Joseon blue-and-white porcelain production can be dated to the first half of the 1450s.

Historical records, including newly discovered documents, confirm that the hwa-jong vessel
(7#4%) was widely used as a liquor glass by upper-classes, as well as in royal court during this
period, Also, during the reign of King Sejong (55 1418-1450), the imported small quantity of
Chinese blue-and-white wares strictly used only in royal court. However, in the period of King
Sejo (il : 1455-1468), blue-and-white wares produced in Joseon were used not only by the
royal court, but also by the Sadaebu (53K, literati class). Therefore, it is certain that the reign of
King Sejo was a turning point in the production and use of blue-and-white porcelain, and that
King Sejo’s special interest and positive attitude toward blue-and-white wares stimulated the
production and development of blue-and-white porcelain.

In the 15th and 16th centuries, the production and use of the blue-and-white porcelain was
strictly regulated by the Joseon royal court, For production, high quality blue-and-white porcelains
were created with the establishment of the gwan-yo (B2, the official kiln producing ceramics for
the royal court) in Gwang-ju, but only a small quantity of blue-and-white porcelain was
manufactured due to the difficulty of acquiring the cobalt pigment from China, Concerning usage
blue-and-white porcelain came to symbolize the distinction between the classes, since the Joseon
government limited its use to upper-classes and the royal court, Common people were not
allowed to own and use blue-and-white wares on the grounds that it was too luxurious for them.
Despite this strict control, the desire for blue-and-white wares increased amongst the lower-
classes, resulting in the wide-spread use of smuggled Chinese blue-and-white porcelains during
the reign of King Seongjong (%57 1468-1494) and King Jungjong (1575 : 1506-1544).

Meanwhile, the examination of excavated relics discovered at major kilns of this period
confirms that only a limited number of blue-and-white wares were produced at gwan-yo. Yip-ho
(3777, a vertical shaped big jar), joen-jeop-si (dish with wide and flat rim), and yang-yi-jan (F§E
%, a cup with two handles) were the most common shapes produced and these objects were
presumably used during ceremonies or as drinking vessels. In surface decoration, the trend was to

depict motifs that the literati would prefer, such as pine trees, bamboo, plum, or poetic
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inscriptions. In respect to periodic changes, the objects excavated from the Doma-ri kiln site No.1
GEFEE 19F 2241), which date from the late 15th century to early 16th century, show that Joseon
potters developed blue-and-white porcelain with its own unique style escaping from Chinese
styles. However, judging from the shards of blue and white excavated from the Buncheon-ri kiln
site No.9 (B£)11H 99f 2Ehl) that dates from the mid-16th century, with these changes, the
porcelain loses some of its elegance and quality. Therefore, it can be concluded that the pinnacle
of the blue-and-white porcelain production dates to the first half of Joseon Dynasty, culminating in
the late 15th-early 16th centuries.

In conclusion, in the 15th and 16th centuries a small quantity of Joseon blue-and-white
porcelain was produced at the official kiln in Gwang-ju under the supervision of the royal court
and used only among the upper-classes to symbolize their nobility, During this period, the
decorative motifs of blue-and-white wares were painted by royal court painters and the various
motifs mostly reflect literati tastes, As a result, the pictorial design on blue-and-white porcelain
match the mastery seen in painting. The blue-and white porcelain of the 15th and 16th centuries
take on very special meaning and status in the Joseon’s ceramic history in that they provide the

foundational style for Joseon blue-and-white porcelain produced afterwards.
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