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Abstract

Inheritance and Proliferation of The Twelve Insignias in the
Daehan Imperial Period

Kim Joo Yeon"

The Twelve Insignias refers to a set of twelve iconic images sewn on the ritual costume of
ancient Chinese emperors, which finds the earliest reference in the “Yiand Ji” chapter of Book
of Document. Since Emperor Mingdi of Later Han Dynasty (r. $7- 75) proclaimed a formal
dress with the twelve insignias as the emperor’s ritual costume, the set has been considered a
symbol of the hierarchical ruling system, as its variations (i.e. sets of twelve, nine, seven, five,
three, or one insignia) have been accorded to different official ranks. Accordingly, the iconic
images have long been discussed among Confucian scholars so seriously that literature and
illustrations dealing with their form and meanings survive in a greater number than those of
any other decorative images.

Though having been compiled for the imperial ritual costume, the twelve insignias were
also employed, selectively or collectively, for ritual vessels and even paintings. Several ancient
classics on Confucian rites touch on the implication and ritual significance of each insignia.

Among them is the “Yi and Ji” chapter of Book of Document that has led some Confucian

“ Ewha Womans University
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scholars to make an interpretative argument that the twelve insignias are available both
to costumes and ritual articles. Many books on paintings, including Records on Famous
Paintings of All the Dynasties by Zhang Yanyuan (ca.815-ca.877) and Lofty Messages of
Forests and Streams attributed to Guo Xi (1001-1090), mention the twelve iconicimages asan
origin of painting.

The Joseon dynasty (1392-1910) adhered to Confucian state ideology, faithfully
observing its ritual system. When the King was installed by Chinese approval, the King’s
and Queen’s ritual costumes and ceremonial jade items were granted as a token of the
installation, and they served as symbolic images to show the legitimacy of sovereignty as well
as the commitment to Confucian ritual structures. It is remarkable however that the twelve
insignias have been in active use for other ritual and ceremonial decorations in the Joseon
court, although the King of Joseon, being considered a lord of feudal states, was allowed only
towear aritual dress with nine insignias.

King Gojong (1852-1919), who proclaimed himself the Emperor of the new Daehan
Empire in 1897, wore a ritual dress with the twelve insignias and added the icons of the
sun and moon onto his royal flags. Interestingly, the images of ritualistic and antiquarian
significance stood for the independence of the modern nation. Even though its colonization
by Japan in 1910 entailed the demotion of the Emperor to a King from Yi Royal Family, a
number of literal and visual materials published by the Office of Yi Royal Family confirms
that the use of the twelve insignias were persistent in decorating royal ritual costumes and
articles until 1945. While the Qing dynasty of China has abolished the ritual costume system,
which helped the twelve insignias develop into a richer range of auspicious images, Korea paid
constant reverence to the antiquarian images as emblems of royal legitimacy and remained

conservative in that such development seen in Chinais observed to alimited extent.
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