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Abstract

Images of Ginyeo in the Joseon Paintings in
the 18th and 19th Centuries

Moon Sun-joo *

Ginyeo, or professional women trained to entertain male guests with music and dance
at their social gathering during the Joseon period, became a favorite subject of the paintings
produced in the 18th and 19th centuries. The paintings expressed the women as entertainers
performing official roles at celebratory events held at the royal court and local administrative
hubs across the nation. In the paintings made to record memorable social events, they appear
as characterless anonymous beings responsible for the smooth operation of the events as

represented by the uniforms or performance costumes they are in.

Most of the female entertainers appearing in the paintings in the 18th and 19th centuries
show no particular expression on their faces because their hosts, mostly the Joseon's literati
class holding private social gatherings, wanted them not to express their feelings during the
events. The tradition of making paintings of private celebratory events was prevalent among
the literati elites of the Ming Dynasty, too. Such genre paintings depicting the participation
of the professional female entertainers tended to share the same or similar scenes with
other works, suggesting that the paintings began to be mass produced to meet the increased
demands of the period. It also shows that the artists had already begun to produce such
paintings even before they received orders. It seems that the popularity of the paintings
depicting the daily activities of the female entertainers might have been influenced from the

Gang'an School of Letters introduced to Korea during the late Joseon period.

* Lecturer, Hongik University Fine Art Department
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The Ginyeo portraits are typically divided into two groups according to their use and
the sitter's posture. Portraits of the first group were produced largely for private viewing at
home while those of the second for ceremonial uses at the government. Similarly, the first
depicted women standing in a coquettish pose while the second women sitting on a chairin a
dignified manner. These portraits largely produced by experienced court painters and literati
artists. These portraits of Joseon women by Joseon artists seem to have been one of the two
most popular portrait groups of beauties among the art lovers of late Joseon along with the

portraits of Chinese court ladies originated from Chinese history and literature.
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