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Abstract

Joseon White Porcelains with Ink Inscription Discovered in
Ancient Capital Area: Characteristics and Significance

Park Jung Min *

This study focuses on the practice of leaving a mark on the surface of white porcelain
wares as a means of effectively managing them, which was widely performed in Hanyang,
the capital of Joseon, during the early Joseon Period. For the government agencies which
used the valuable ceramic vessels, their efficient management was an important part of their
responsibility, and marking them with the name of the person in charge was a very common
practice. The method of marking porcelain ware with ink and brush was widely adopted by
government agencies across the capital to identify the whereabouts of the vessels and the
persons responsible for them.

This study, which includes a survey of a collection of marked white porcelain
discovered at various Joseon period sites in downtown Seoul, was conducted to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the way the valuable ceramic works were managed in both
government agencies and ordinary households during the early Joseon period. The survey
suggests that the marks made on the vessels by ink and brush were intended to ensure the
efficient management of the vessels rather than to indicate to whom or to which organization
they belonged. An analysis of the writing system used to make the marks and the contents
revealed that the marks were made whenever there was any change with respect to the
objects’ whereabouts or ownership. It is, therefore, highly likely that the marks were made by
government officials who were directly in charge of managing supplies.

In the early Joseon Period, the preparation and serving of food in royal palaces and
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government offices was carried out by men and women of lower social status and, hence, less
educated. That explains why most of the marks were made not with Chinese characters but
with the Korean alphabet (Hangeul) or with simple symbols whose meanings were known
only to those related with the services, because the latter, much simpler, symbols provided
the workers and their managers with a more effective means of managing the valuable items.
The names written in Hangeul on the porcelain vessels suggest that the management of the
kitchen ware was largely in the hands of women.

Finally, the study of the Korean letters marked on the porcelain ware also provides
information on when and by whom they were made. In fact, none of the Korean inscriptions
discovered on the ceramic works uses either ‘A’ or ‘5’ to represent the initial sound of a
syllable, thus providing an important clue to the time when the inscriptions were written.
Considering that the two letters (‘A" and ‘%) disappeared before the late 15 century, the

inscriptions on the porcelain works must have been written after the early 16th century.
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