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Abstract

The Composition of Ritual Vessels in Seonwonjeon,
Gyeongungung, in the Great Han Empire Period and its
Implications:

With a Focus on Vessels Described in the Illustration of Yeongjeong mosa-dogam uigwe

Koo Hyein *

Produced in 1901 (38" year of King Gojong), the Yeongjeong mosa-dogam uigwe
RS IS (751 records the events surrounding the replication of the portraits of seven
kings enshrined in Seonwonjeon (the royal portrait hall) located in the precincts of the royal
palace Gyeongun'gung. This courtly treatise is unique in providing explanatory diagrams for
ritual vessels used for state rites, and is thus essential in understanding the composition and
significance of state rites performed at Seonwonjeon during the Great Han Empire period.
The ritual vessels housed in Seonwonjeon, Gyeongun'gung, were all replicated after
their destruction by fire on October 13, 1900 (20" day of the 8" leap month of the lunar
calendar), and unusually portrayed in explanatory diagrams included in Uigwe. This paper
studies three aspects to examine the background behind the composition of ritual vessels
used at Seonwonjeon and the production of explanatory diagrams. First, the said ritual vessels
were carefully prepared to be used for rites associated with filial piety, as Seonwonjeon
became significant as the Toyal palace of filial piety’ since the late Joseon dynasty. Second,
they had been originally produced exclusively for Seonwonjeon as befitting the status of an
independent country following King Gojong’s declaration of the Great Han Empire, and after

the ritual vessels were newly prepared in 1901, they were managed at an expanded storage

* Instructor, Chugye University for the Arts
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facility. Third, the vessels were not only prepared for rites, but also documented along with
high-quality images in order to be utilized as a ritual-related source commensurate with the
heightened status of an imperial power.

Ritual vessels at Seonwonjeon comprise a variety of items, and some of the most
distinguished are the jade cups and silver bottles. Whereas most utensils have simple patterns
or none, most of the jade cups and silver bottles in each chamber demonstrate different shapes
and patterns. The cups are classified as those used for Jakheonrye (king’s ancestral ritual) and
those used for tea ceremony at the halls of royal portraits, as ritual utensils representing the
relevant rites. The analysis of the cups and bottles suggests that one of the most conspicuous
features of ritual wares at Seonwonjeon is shared by ritual wares for auspicious ceremonies,
which originates from the distinctiveness of ancestral rites performed at Seonwonjeon.
As the portrait of a previous king (emperor) was to be handled with significant care when
performing a royal birthday tea ceremony at Seonwonjeon and accorded the same respect as
living parents, ancestral rites used the same items for auspicious ceremonies as if being used
for a banquet for living parents.

The political implications of the ritual wares depicted in the explanatory diagrams
can be interpreted through the jade cups and the decoration of twin dragons. Since jade
cups could be used by an emperor during an official rite, they were prohibited from being
used at official state rites until the foundation of the Great Han Empire. The jade cups were
then used at rites performed at Seonwonjeon during the era of the Great Han Empire as a
means to align with both the country’s status as an imperial nation and the auspicious nature
of Seonwonjeon. This transition was part of the policy to strengthen imperial power and
to stabilize national sovereignty. The motif of twin dragons has long been used to decorate
ritual objects, but it was rarely used for utensils. In this regard, the three pieces of jade cups
embossed with the figure of twin dragons depicted in Uigwe suggest that visual symbols of
an imperial nation were used not only for buildings and ritual objects, but also for ritual items

used under the Great Han Empire.
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