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Abstract

The Portraits of the King and His Courtiers during Jeongjo’s Reign
: The Monarch-Subject Relationship Reflected in Portraiture

Yoo Jaebin *

King Jeongjo (1.1776-1800), following his grandfather King Yeongjo's (r.1725-1776)
precedent in which the king had his own portrait painted every ten years, ordered his
portrait to be painted twice, in 1781 and in 1791. A custom of the reigning king having his
portrait painted existed in the early Joseon period, but disappeared after King Sejong's (r.
1418-1450) time, The custom was revived centuries later during King Sukjong's reign (1674-
1720) and was inherited by King Yeongjo, Unlike the portrait of a deceased king, the portrait
of a reigning monarch was not a commemorative work, but something that was meant to
be venerated by his current subjects. With this custom revived, the portrait of a king once
again influenced the relationship between the ruler and his subjects, Meanwhile, during
Jeongjo's reign, while the custom of painting the portrait of the reigning king was upheld,
the associated practice of producing the so-called portraits of meritorious retainers was not
revived, This imbalance makes the portraiture of the king in Jeongjo's time, closely related
to the portraiture of his courtiers, so interesting.

During Jeongjos time, Kyujanggak was in charge of both the production and
placement of his portraits, As a result, Kyujanggak became something close to a workshop

of the king's portrait artists, and its officials participating in the creation of the king's image.

* Lecturer at Seoul National University
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When the king's portrait was completed, it was housed in Kyujanggak, along with the
portraits of Kyujanggak officials, Kyujanggak officials, further, regularly paid respects to the
king's portrait housed there, This royal portrait-related practice empowered Kyujanggak,
and the king’s portrait, in turn, influenced, through Kyujanggak, the relationship between
the monarch and his courtiers during Jeongjo's reign.

Jeongjo's portrait influenced his relationship with his courtiers in a very concrete manner,
also through the practice called cheommang and cheombae, While the king’s portrait was still
in the process of being produced, Jeongjo and his courtiers gathered to look at the portrait in
progress (cheommang), having discussions, at the same time, about the relationship between
suzerain and vassals, When the king's portrait was completed, Jeongjo's courtiers were
made to perform the ritual of bowing to the portrait (cheombae). The portrait truly became
the king's portrait through the ritual of enshrinement, and the regularly-performed ritual of
worshipping it, meanwhile, affirmed the monarch’s authority,

In addition to gatherings related to his own portraits, Jeongjo also had gatherings about
portraits of his officials; providing more occasions for discussing the relationship between
suzerain and vassals. During gatherings for discussing the king's portrait, portraits of
Jeongjo's courtiers were also on display, Jeongjo's portrait artists, meanwhile, took part in
the creation of portraits of Jeongjo's courtiers, The stated purpose of viewing court officials’
portraits was to use them as references in the creation of the king's portrait, and the king's
order that the portrait of an official be painted was something akin to a reward to this official,
But, the real effect of this gesture was far greater, Jeongjo used portraiture as a carrot and stick
approach to controlling his courtiers by awarding or denying a portrait to them, as it suited
his agenda, This strategy, in many cases, proved effective in eliciting an active response from
his courtiers. Such process of influencing the relationship with a court official by awarding or
denying a portrait can be seen in examples like the portrait of Chae Je-gong, created in 1791,
following the completion of the king's portrait,

If Kyujanggak was a political space that the king co-inhabits with his courtiers
through portraits, the creation of the king's portrait was the significant event that created
such a ritualistic space. In sum, in Jeongjo's court, a portrait was no longer a simple object
commemorating a deceased person, but a political tool which shaped the relationship between

the monarch and his subjects,
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