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Joseon-period Celadons Produced in Royal Kilns

Kim Young-mi"

Celadons produced in Gwangju-area kilns during the Joseon period were so-called
Baektaecheongyuja which are basically white porcelains coated with celadon glaze. The types of
celadons then ranged from bowls and plates to cups, jars, lidded bowls, and vases. These
celadons were similar in design to white porcelains produced during the same period. Small
quantities of basins, incense burners, stools, potting plants, and trays were also produced. These
wares were decorated by the omamental techniques passed down from the Goryeo dynasty.
Information related to Joseon-period celadons can be found in Gyeongguk Daejeon Jubae
(Annotated National Code) and Guanghaegun Iigi (Diaries of King Gwanghaegun) where they
are described as dishes used in Donggung, the Crown Prince’s Palace, in contrast to white
porcelains which were used for the king’s table and porcelains with color underglaze motifs,
reserved for reception and entertainment, This paper explores the historical background to the
selection of celadons as tablewares for the Crown Prince’s Palace and how this practice evolved
over time during the Joseon period.

Celadons are presumed to have been officially selected as tablewares for the crown prince
around 1460. This decision was part of the expanding body of customs and practices within the

royal palace, reflecting the hierarchy among members of the royal house, and was meant to

* Curator at the Gyeonggi Provincial Museum
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distinguish the crown prince’s tablewares from the king’s own. The choice of blue-colored dishes
is likely to have been based on the principle of yin and yang and the Five Elements theory,
closely linked to Confucianism, which was the official ideology of the Joseon dynasty. Dawn was
the favorite symbol of the crown prince, as the future ruler of the kingdom, and the direction
east’ in the name Donggung (Eastern Palace), the Crown Prince’s palace, and the color blue
were also associated with the symbolic image of dawn. Hence, blue, a color with a pre-existing
symbolic tie with the crown prince, was a rather obvious choice.

Joseon celadons varied in terms of shape and glaze color depending on the period. There are
roughly three stages in the evolution of Joseon celadons: the introductory, growth and maturity,
and decline phases. The technique of applying celadon glaze to porcelains was first introduced
between 1420 and 1460, corresponding to the beginning of the introductory period, when bowls
and plates with a thick coat of dark green glaze made their appearance. During the growth and
maturity period (circa 1460-1592), with the production of finer wares coated with a thin and even
layer of light blue or green glaze, Joseon’s celadon-making reached its heyday, and a wider variety
of vessels were made using this technique around this time. This period also saw the production
of ornate incense burners, stools, basins and potting plants, brilliantly adorned using decorative
techniques inherited from Goryeo. The decline period (circa 1592-1659) was marked by a smaller
variety of vessels produced in this style and the appearance of a yellowish hue undercutting the
beauty of the celadon glaze. One of the main causes of the decline in celadon production,
discussed in a 1616 entry of the Guanghaegun Iigi, was the blurred tableware code in the royal
house. As the distinction between the tablewares of the king and the crown prince faded away,
the demand for celadon wares died out eventually.

Joseon celadons, produced chiefly in royal kilns located in Gwangju, Gyeonggi-do, for use in
the Crown Prince’s palace, constitute an important ceramic tradition of Korea, which harked back
to the earlier tradition of Goryeo celadons, but were updated with new techniques and new

cultural inspirations from the Confucian dynasty of Joseon.
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