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Abstract

INFLUX AND CONSUMPTION OF PEACOCKS AND THEIR
DECORATIONS IN THE JOSEON DYNASTY

YUN SEUNGHEE (YUN, SEUNG HEE)

The peacock was an exotic creature that did not naturally inhabit Joseon
and was mostly introduced through Japan. Whenever a peacock was offered
to the royal court, ministers advised that rare animals not native to the
kingdom should not be kept, adhering to the teachings of the Book of
Documents(Z#%), which discouraged pursuing the useless merely for
amusement. Though a prized gift to those captivated by its grandeur,
the peacock was considered a useless and potendially corrupting object
and unworthy of closeness to the Joseon king.

While real peacocks were discouraged, images of the bird were
enthusiastically incorporated into Joseon decorative art. The peacock symbol
held esteemed rank, appearing on royal fans and signifying a status just
below the dragon and phoenix. Specifically, the peacock square marked
the highest levels of official hierarchy and, in early Joseon, was reserved
for only five officials. Derived from the Ming tradition, the Mandarin
square established visual distinctions in rank, and Joseon adopted both
the symbolic purpose and its standardized Ming-inspired design. However,
after the invasions of the late 16th century, as Ming influences loosened

and Joscon developed its own systems, the peacock hyeongbae gradually
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disappeared, giving way to more common motifs, including the use of
the peacock pattern by Ming’s first-rank civil officials.

The relaxation of Ming’s official traditions also led to the widespread
use of the peacock feathers, which, in the late Joseon period, became
a popular adornment for hats worn by the king and government officials.
Military officials wore a single gongjaku feather hanging from their hat
in a distinctive style. As the once-restricted imagery of the peacock became
more accessible, its use expanded beyond the elite, manifesting as vibrant
plumage used widely in adornment. By then, the peacock’s prestigious
symbolism, once limited to the upper class, spread broadly—even
entertainers like gisaeng incorporated peacock feathers into their attire.
The once rigidly defined emblem evolved into a freeform decorative mortif,
allowing individuals across various social ranks to enjoy the symbolic prestige

of the peacock, albeit often in imitation.

Key Words : peacock, peacock-patterned fan, Mandarin square, Book of Documents,

peacock feathers, imitation
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