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A Comparative Study of Royal Tombs of the Joseon Dynasty and
Imperial Tombs of the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Cho Insoo*

Decreased Joseon royals were buried in large tombs. Tumuli belonging to kings and queen
consorts were distinguished from those belonging to other members of the royal house by
designating them with a separate name , reung. What sets apart royal tombs of the Joseon Dynasty
from those of the two preceding Buddhist dynasties of Silla and Goryeo is the strong influence of
Confucian funerary rites . Royal tombs of Joseon appeared with classical style, already during the
early years of the dynasty, and remained consistent with early prototypes throughout the end of
the dynasty. Few radical changes, in other words, occurred over the centuries to Joseon royal
tombs, which are characteristically simple in appearance as well as construction style, These
conservative and steadfast qualities were the result of the unwavering adherence to Confucian
funeral rites. Notwithstanding, behind the constant external appearance, Joseon royal tombs,
nevertheless | did undergo numerous changes concerning more minor details, The position and
orientation of the burial mound and its size, or the style and size of stone objects and monuments
did not obey set norms. This study is a comparison of royal tombs of Joseon with their Chinese
counterparts from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, focusing particularly on the aspects of Confucian

burial customs and examining the changes that occurred within this seemingly static tradition of
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burial architecture .

Chinese imperial mausoleums are most often clustered into groups. This is the case with
the Song, Ming as well as Qing-dynasty tombs, Having a tomb park where royal burial mounds
would be gathered together, like in China, was an idea that interested Joseon king Seonjo, who
ultimately did not succeed in finding a suitable site for it. This difference between the two
countries, in terms of location of royal tombs, is partly explained by the fact that in Joseon, they
were frequently moved to new locations, often out of geomantic considerations, but also because
of structural weaknesses. Chinese imperial tombs from the Ming and Qing Dynasties were often
gigantic and complex structures, built in the image of palaces. In a Chinese tomb, the shrine
where memorial services were held was as important as the burial mound housing the actual
remains of the deceased. Contrary to their Chinese counterparts, Joseon royal tombs had few
annex buildings, and the burial mound continued to remain the centerpiece of a graveyard. The
underground structure of a Chinese imperial tombs tends to be also quite impressive in size and
lavish in architecture as it most often reproduces the living environment of the deceased while he
was alive, A massive array of burial goods was placed there as well, In stark contrast to the
Chinese practice, the substructure of a Joseon royal tombs consisted of a fairly simple stone
chamber during the early Joseon period, and a yet simpler burial pit filled with lime during the
later part of the dynasty.

In Joseon , royal tombs were considered monuments and were accordingly managed by the
state. Although quite plain and unpretentious in their exterior appearance, Joseon royal tombs
were unmistakably manmade edifices, visibly distinct from the surrounding natural environment,
Although there is an extensive body of records documenting funerary customs of the Joseon royal
house , sources on the layout and architecture of burial structures, such as the burial mound and
chamber, are comparatively scarce. At any rate, Joseon royal tombs had to adhere to existing
regulations and ritual manuals, conceming their general appearance, which were quite strictly
followed . Variations were allowed only with regard to certain minor aspects for which there was
no pre-existing rule. This demand for conformity explains the surprising stylistic constancy among
Joseon royal tombs over the centuries. This steadfast adherence to tradition is precisely what
separates Joseon royal tombs from the imperial tombs of the Chinese Dynasties of Ming and Qing

foremost, In China, burial edifices of its rulers changed in size and style, in time as well as
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according to their evolving role in the political life in the country. Royal tombs of Joseon, on the
other hand, followed ancient precedents, introducing few significant modifications. As a result,
this dynasty produced a royal tomb culture which largely neglected aesthetic concems in favor of

ethical and ritualistic considerations .
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