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Abstract

The Characteristics of Joseon White Porcelains Painted in

Underglaze Iron-Brown of the 17th-18th Century
The Case of Porcelains Discovered at Ancient Kiln Sites

Song In-hee*

The 17th-18™ century, corresponding to the mid-Joseon period, was a transition period in
the dynasty's ceramic history, during which the aspects of earlier traditions existed side-
by-side with new aspects of late Joseon ceramics. An important body of documentary
and archaeological evidence confirms that white porcelains with underglaze iron-brown
decoration were much more actively produced during this period than in the past. Attempts
at understanding the stylistic characteristics of white porcelains painted in underglaze
iron-brown produced at official kilns have been made along with studies on the general
background of the pottery industry, Research on underglaze iron-brown-decorated white
porcelains that were produced in kilns other than the official kilns began only recently.
For a better assessment of this category of Joseon white porcelains, it is important that
these two areas of research be brought together so that underglaze iron-brown-decorated
white porcelains from the capital area can be understood in light of those produced outside
it, without artificially separating the two, Furthermore, the growing stock of underglaze

iron-brown-decorated white porcelains discovered through archaeological investigations,

* Curator at the Sangmyung University Museum
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from places other than kiln sites, has also offered possibilities for more comprehensively
understanding this tradition of ceramics,

This study started out as an attempt to determine the characteristics of white porcelains
painted in underglaze iron-brown produced in the 17h-18™ century by looking at both
porcelains produced in official and local kilns, In doing so, I have examined the historical
background of the production of underglaze iron-brown-decorated white porcelains in
this era to understand what promoted their production and how the industry evolved over
time. Two initial hypotheses that I had in mind were on the one hand that the changing
perception of pigments and their more varied use must have had something to do with the
production of white porcelains decorated with iron pigments, and on the other hand that
the production activity was to an important extent affected by demand existing in individual
regions where they were produced. Therefore, I have tried to determine the types of white
porcelain vessels most frequently decorated with underglaze iron-brown designs and their
visual characteristics by looking at both porcelains produced in official and local kilns,

White porcelain wares that were most frequently decorated with underglaze iron-
brown designs were jars, vases, bowls, and plates. Local kilns in certain regions were either
specialized in jars and vases or in bowls and plates, rather than producing all four types
of vessels evenly, In official kilns, highly-detailed designs such as dragon-and-clouds,
apricot blossoms, orchids, chrysanthemums and bamboos that had been initially used were
gradually replaced by simpler flower and plant designs. This shift appears to have also
influenced porcelains produced in local kilns so that the simple flower and plant designs
became dominant. Iron-brown flower and plant designs seen in porcelains produced in
local kilns show a degree of regional variation, just as types of vessels produced varied
according to regions. This regional difference, however, eventually faded away over time.

The increased production of white porcelains painted in underglaze iron-brown in the
17h-18h century may be understood in relation to the improvement in status of iron-brown
pigment and its more generalized use, further connected with the growing popularity of
the ‘decorated porcelains in ceramic industry, There existed a great degree of similarity
in decoration between porcelains produced in official kilns and those in local kilns, while

the initial difference in design among local kilns depending on their relative distance to the
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official kilns gradually diminished. This suggests that the production and use of underglaze
iron-brown-decorated white porcelains made an important contribution to the variety of
late Joseon ceramics. Therefore, the white porcelains painted in underglaze iron-brown
took an important position in between ‘decorated porcelains in ceramic industry of Joseon
and their active production of the 17-18™ century is indicative of the growing popularity of

white porcelains in late Joseon society.
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