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Abstract

The Transmission of Japanese Mirrors in Joseon

KWON Joo Young *

Many Japanese mirrors are found in Korea. Seventy-seven examples are known in
various collections, and twenty two of them are excavated pieces.

This paper examines how the Japanese mirrors brought to Korea during the Joseon
Dynasty, and how they were distributed nationwide. A comparison of Japanese mirrors
found in Korea those with inscribed dates in Japan shows that Japanese Joseon periods, and
more specifically during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These mirrors are diverse
in their patterns and shapes.

Regarding how the mirrors were brought to Joseon, explanations are given in various
historical records including Joseon wangjo sillok (the Veritable Record of Joseon Dynasty),
Tongsinsa deungnok (Records of the missions to Japan), Jeungjeong gyorinji (Enlarged
and revised records of foreign relations), and Haehaeng chongjae (Collection of records on
missions to Japan). According to these documents, Japanese mirrors were imported to Korea
through various channels including tributary trade, whereby the missions of Joseon and the
Japanese government exchanged presents, including mirrors from the Japanese; public trade,
whereby Japanese trade missions used to visit Joseon regularly and offer mirrors; and private
exchanges of gifts between Japanese diplomatic missions and Korean government officials,
including such mirrors. Historical documents state that Japanese mirrors were in fact brought
to Joseon mainly by Japanese diplomatic missions to be offered as presents. Indeed, the
period of these Japanese diplomatic missions’ activities corresponds to that of the increase

in transmission of the number of Japanese mirrors. In fact, such mirrors were recognized as

* Head of collections manager , Gyeong nam Institute of Cultural Heritage
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representative craft items from Japan, they were thus often chosen as official presents for
Joseon’s missions to Japan.

Meanwhile, Joseon regularly imported silver and bronze from China and Japan in an
attempt to meet the country’s demand for bronze craft items. For example, Qing’s coins were
brought to Joseon’s public coin foundry to be used as materials for the country’s coins, called
the country’s coins called sangpyeong tongbo. On the other hand, Japanese mirrors were
used in daily life, given that they were found in Cheongjin-dong in Seoul, Mundang-dong
in Gimcheon, and in the tomb of Im Seo’s wife. In some cases, the mirrors were also used
for religious rites in Buddhist temples. Historical records also explain that Japanese mirrors
served as objects at royal events or as official gifts for China. The mirrors would have been
distributed widely in Joseon for several reasons such as the insufficient supply of craft items
in Joseon following the breakdown of the country’s crafting system, which is supported by
the government, and the competitive prices and popularity of the newly-brought Japanese
mirrors.

Another noteworthy fact is that the Buddhist temples that own Japanese mirrors
are located along the route used by Joseon's missions to Japan. Recently, a document was
found under a table at Haeryeonsa Temple in Busan, Korea. According to this document,
when Joseon’s missions visited Japan in 1811, the delegates also visited this temple and
used a mirror there. This implies that in this period, Buddhist temples were closely linked
to Joseon’s missions to Japan, which played a major role in cultural exchanges between the
two countries, and that the Buddhist temples served as another channel of distribution for

Japanese mirrors during the Joseon dynasty.
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