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The Nokbundogam Uigwe and Portraits of Meritorious Subjects
in the Mid-Joseon Period

Kwon Hyuk-san®

In Joseon, royal courtiers who made a major contribution to restoring order in times of crisis
such as war, uprisings, and political strife within the government earned the designation
“gongsin,” literally meaning ‘meritorious subjects. These meritorious courtiers were awarded
various privileges and prizes by the king, and painting each portrait of them was an indispensable
component of their reward.

Of the many surviving records related to meritorious courtiers, the Nokbundogam Uigwe
(Records of the Speical Office for Meritorious Subjects) stands out as the most informative as well
as most relevant, This book documents in detail rewards bestowed on courtiers who rendered
major services to the Joseon crown, over a wide span of time. Topics related to compensation and
benefits granted to gomgsin covered in this record range from titles bestowed on them, their
grades, set up the dogam, the compensation agency for gongsin, compensation rules, wonjong
gongsin (junior-meritorious retainers), portrait-making, banquets and royal letters officially
recognizing the status of a courtier as a gongsin.

According to the information supplied in the Nokbundogam Uigwe, there is a time lag of

several months to three to four years between the time of the initial recognition of a courtier as a

* The National Folk Museum of Korea, Relic Division
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meritorious retainer and the time when a portrait of him is commissioned. No was any portrait
commissioned of persons who were already deceased. Nor portrait was made of a person was in
mourning. Only one portrait was executed per person, and the portrait was sent to the
meritorious retainer as soon as it was completed. The Nokbundogam Uigwe also provides
information about how the paintings were made into scrolls, including their dimensions, and the
list of pigments and media used. Court painters who participated in making portraits of
meritorious retainers were given the title of wonjong gongsin, a junior category of gomgsin, and
their names were listed in the registry.

If one divides the history of gongsin portrait-making in Joseon into three main periods —
early, middle and late — the middle period corresponds to about one hundred years between the
late sixteenth century and the late seventeenth century. Several characteristics distinguished
portraits of meritorious retainers from this period. The most striking of them was the use of the so-
called chaejeon, a kind of colorful carpet, the lower part of the backdrop, filled with various
design motifs. In middle-period portraits, a larger area of the backdrop was occupied by chaejeon,
which often reached as high as the knee level of the sitter, making it appear almost like wallpaper
behind him. The other characterizing feature was the depiction of both the face and the body of
the sitter in a three-quarter profile view. Meanwhile, the official court head dress tended to be
shown quite high, and the side-opening of danlyeong, the outer coat of a court officer’s costume,
revealed cheollik and dapho, the military officer jacket and the matching vest underneath.
Courtiers are also often portrayed with a brilliantly-embroidered rank patches on their costume.
Contrast of light and shadow is almost completely avoided in the facial depiction, with traits
underlined only with the help of pale brown contour lines. Garment folds are rendered by the use
of the so-called iron-wire line technique without variation between thick and thin lines.

When a certain degree of similarity in terms of iconography is assumed for gongsin portraits
from the same historical period, portraits of this period can be again divided into four classes: one
class is portraits of hoseong, seonmu, and cheongnan gongsin, one class is such gongsin from the
reign of King Gwanghaegun as wiseong, iksa, jeongun, and hyeongnan gongsin, one class is first
group of jeongsa and jinmu gongsin, and one class is second group of jeongsa and jinmu
gongsin.

Meanwhile, one can guess the influence that gongsin portraits of mid-Joseon had on those of
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the ensuing 18th century through portraits of bunmu gongsin, the last category of meritorious
subjects, created in Joseon. The yungnimun technique, a technique for rendering facial muscles
and the contrast between light and shadow were not yet actively used in gongsin portraits of this
period. On the other hand, the discontinuation of the use of chaejeon, more precise as well as
ample bodily details and the use of perspective techniques distinguish them from mid-Joseon

portraits of gongsin.
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