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Maija Rhee Devine

Traditional Korean women’s skirts (Figure 1) are five times more voluminous than skin-tight Chinese qipaos or Japanese kimonos. Under the billowing Korean dress, hanbok, women could easily carry pregnancy without attracting attention.  Why and when did the designers of Korean fashion part their ways from their counterparts in China, Japan, and Vietnam? 

Sources make copious references to the various dynasties of China having significantly impacted major areas of Korean life—government and civil affairs, and the arts, including pottery, the tea ceremony, formal gardening, flower arranging, and clothing.  For example, the over 1600-year-long evolution of Korean men’s and women’s clothing styles described in The Great Encyclopedia of Korean Folk Culture (한국민족문화대백과) provides exhaustive details on changing fashion features.  These include the length of women’s blouses shortening and lengthening over time, the skirt changing from reasonably loose-fitting with a belt around the waist to the voluminous style with many pleats and with no belt, and ribbon ties, instead of belts, to keep the front of the blouse closed.  Changes in outer clothing and accessories also fluctuated, reflecting the trends in Chinese dynasties that swayed power over Korea throughout its history.  The direct influence of Chinese fashion on Korean clothing seems to have begun around the time of Song Dynasty (960-1275). 

Until the 13th century, Korean women’s blouses remained between the waist and hip in length. The short form of women’s blouses, remaining in today’s hanbok, seems to date to the time of Goryeo Dynasty’s King Chungneol (1274-1298), when the Yuan Dynasty of China (1271-1368) brought Mongol influence to Korea.  Korean women’s blouses shortened at this time and to the point of barely covering women’s breasts, which were bound with a band and a pleated skirt hung from it.  Belts for the waist of a former hip-length blouse was dropped.  Instead, ribbon ties appeared on the blouse.  The sleeves transformed from wide to narrow as well.  Even though the lengths​​ of the blouse underwent changes several more times throughout Joseon period (1392-1910), the basic style of the shortened form from 13th century held for centuries.  This is seen in a famous 18th century painting, “The Beauty,” by one of the most accomplished folk painters of Korea, Sin Yun-bok (pen name, Heywon). (Figure 2).  The basics of this style enjoys official status to this day.

Some writings on Korean women’s traditional clothing praise the benefits of this unique dress.  One article claimed Korean outfits provided health benefits.  The loose-fitting style offered free movement of the body, which promoted health, and the breathing room the clothes generated was good for the skin.  Any health gains of wearing the traditional nearly suffocating chest-flattening bands?  No such comments have been found.  Fortunately, in recent decades, the strapless band has been replaced with less confining, but still breast-flattening, one with wide shoulder straps, from which the skirt hung. In today’s fashion-conscious world, perhaps one might conjure up some other real bonuses of the clothing—no need for breast augmentation nor the stress of keeping up with today’s fashion-model near-anorexic look.

Along with the roomy skirts, even before the beginning of the Joseon era, women wore layers of underwear—all at the same time.  However, with the adoption of Confucianism as state ideology by Joseon, which strictly enforced ethics and moral behavior of men and women, the number of underclothing seem to have increased.  Within the patriarchal, male-blood-line-based social and governmental structures, particularly from the 15th century Neo-Confucian era on, women became objects of male dominance and producers of required male heirs more definitively.  Women’s chastity and fidelity became supreme virtues.  In China, too, the Confucian ideology “pervaded traditional Chinese society for more than two thousand years . . . and in most regards, [women] were subservient to and dependent on the male members of their families.” *  In Korea, under neo-Confucian influence, women faced more strict limitations on their activities.  New rules included restrictions on women’s travel outside their husbands’ homes.  Even trips to the women’s family homes required permission from their in-laws, and the young women’s wishes were granted rarely, sometimes only once every few years.  And the layers of underclothing increased to up to nine pieces worn simultaneously.

They included dari-sokgot (panties), sok-sokgot (inside knee-length underpants), sok-baji (full-length underpants), chest band, jeoksam (underblouse), dan-sokgot and neoreun-baji (floor-length wide underpants), daesyum-chima (a full-volume underskirt), and mujigi-chima (tiered full-volume underskirt), sok-jeogori (underblouse), and chima and jeogori (outer skirt and blouse).  Generally, common class women wore only one to five of these undergarments.  (Figure 3) The outer skirt topped these layers, creating a ballooned look—similar to Western hoop skirts.  

These neo-Confucian traditions contrast with those of the Buddhist Goryeo period when women’s rights were not as repressed.  For example, Goryeo’s marriage system allowed newly-weds to choose between the groom’s or bride’s family to live with, while in Joseon, the groom’s home was the standard.  Under Joseon’s strict Confucian code of behavior for women, they were required to carry chastity knives for protection against unlawful sexual advances.  (They were expected to use the knives on themselves, not their male attackers.)  With the urgency of keeping vigilance over women’s chastity and loyalty to one husband, dead or alive, women’s fashion advisers designed clothing to de-accentuate women’s naturally curvy shapes and encouraged women to wear full-length head-to-toe robes. (Figure 4) 

For all the androcentric efforts to keep the women chaste, their curvatures flattened with bands and safely hidden under layers of undergarments, the combination of a short blouse with a long, fully-pleated skirt, held up by a breast band, created ironical and even comical situations.  If a woman was carrying a child on her back or something bulky on her head like a water jug, she needed to stretch her arms backwards or upwards to keep her load in place.  Such posture often made her blouse to pull up, her skirt band to loosen, and her skirt to slide down.  Such a rather common disaster resulted in fully-exposed breasts.  Sin Yun-bok (1758-1813) seized such a moment and depicted unintended nudity in another one of his famous folk paintings.  In more modern times, too, photographers, domestic and foreign, captured such scenes of women caught in compromising postures.  No doubt the fashion designers of the strict neo-Confucian morals would have been mortified.  Even the Chinese, the proprietor of high cultures in Asia, had praised Korea for the high moral standards it upheld and called Korea the Keeper of Asian Morals and Manners (동방예의지국).  However, women with inadvertently-exposed breasts were fairly commonly seen during Joseon, the Korean War (1950-53), and post-war decades to about the 1970’s. (Figure 5) 

As Confucian principles governed all areas of Korean life from the 13th century on, it seems reasonable to conclude the Confucian aesthetics in clothing fashion kept pace with the sensibilities exhibited in other areas, like ceramic pottery.  Comparing the colorful blue celadons of the Goryeo Dynasty and the pottery of the Chinese Ming period (1368-1644) with Joseon’s undecorated Neo-Confucian white ceramics, the literature of The Freer Gallery of Art states Joseon Confucian ceramics, particularly neo-Confucian, embodied “simple forms, spare decoration, and monochrome glazes.”  Indeed, “restraint, Spartan choices of color and design, understatement, and great care and precision” were the trademarks of neo-Confucian aesthetic sensibilities.**  The excellent example of  the white, undecorated ceramic dish in the Freer collection and an equally austere-looking jar represent tens of thousands of pottery pieces loved by Joseon royal families as well as common class folks.

  While their Chinese neo-Confucian counterparts embraced elaborate forms and bright colors, and celebrated life by developing decorative arts and sensually-styled fashion for women, Koreans, represented by neo-Confucian scholars Yi Hwang (pen name, Toe gye, 1501-1570), Yi I (pen name, Yul gok, 1536-1584), and their followers, based their ultra conservative brand on the canon annotated only by Zhu Xi.  In sync with such interpretation, they advocated elegance found in understatement and imagined beauty in ceramic art as well as what was shrouded under cascading skirts and chastely-flattened breasts.

The Joseon Dynasty’s daily clothing for women in Korea remained in fashion into the 20th century.  During WWII, when estimated 200,000 Korean girls, nearly all between the ages of twelve and nineteen, were forced/led away under false promises of employment and ended up working as comfort women for Japanese soldiers, the girls wore the same flat-chested blouse and full-pleated skirt.  Former Korean comfort women depicted such clothing in their paintings.  (Figure 6, 7)

 Other than the Yuan Mongol influence, what other influences could have led to Korean women’s clothing to differ so dramatically from their counterparts in China, Japan, and Vietnam?  Could it be Muslim?  After all, Muslim merchants arrived in Korea in 1024, and trading continued to 1427.  

On the subject of the Muslim female fashion, the Pulitzer-Prize-winning Geraldine Brooks writes in her book Nine Parts of Desire Muslim men felt compelled to keep women veiled in order to prevent them from flaunting the nine parts of desire bestowed upon them by their Creator—as compared to just one part granted men.  Neo-Confucians might not have agreed with Muslim view of women possessing stronger sexuality than men, but the male motivation to keep women under cover and keep tight control over them is common to both cultures.  

Like Muslims, Koreans have a history of requiring women to wear a version of the Muslim chador.  Called jang-ot (with sleeves) or sseu-gae skirt (without sleeves), this long garment was worn over women’s heads and covered already well-hidden shoulders and legs, exposing only the eyes.  Actually, during the earlier Goryeo Dynasty, a gauge-like fabric attached to the sseu-gae at the eye level shielded women’s faces from view.  Later, during the five hundred years of Joseon, the eye shield was dropped, but the garment remained.  Such design complemented the neo-Confucian custom of forbidding men and women, unless married, to make eye contact.  In fact, Koreans even erected nae-oe (no-eye-contact) walls, separating the male and female quarters in their homes.  They also practiced the rule of nam-nyo-chil-se-bu-dong-suk—males and females beyond the age of seven not being allowed in the same room.  

As for the Muslim influence, contact with the Muslims, minimal to begin with, soon waned.  King Sejong issued a decree against them in 1427.  Nevertheless, the undocumented link is possible, as the similarities in style are too obvious to ignore.  Also, the Korean chador-like head-to-toe covers remained down to the 20th century Joseon, and the voluminous skirt style is the trademark of hanbok to this day in Korea while many Muslim cultures continue to dress their women in chador and/or head scarves.   

Korean women’s clothing reflected the culture’s extreme moral conservativism and should be enjoyed or respected for its uniqueness—like kimchi..
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#1, A traditional Korean woman’s short blouse and full skirt, 2015.  Photo of Maija Rhee Devine

#2, The Beauty, by Sin Yun-bok (1758-1813). In public domain.
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#3, Korean women’s traditional nine layers of under garments worn at the same time.  A drawing and photo by MJD, 2018.
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#4, Korean women’s traditional head-to-toe robe.  A drawing and photo by MJD, 2018.
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#5, A Korean woman vendor carrying a load on her head with her breasts exposed.  A drawing and photo by MJD, 2018
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#6, “Joseon Maidens” by Lee Yong Nyo, a former Korean comfort woman of WWII. The Paintings Edition of Japanese Military Sexual Slaves, Nanumui Jip, www,nanum.org, 2004).  (With permission from Mr. Ahn Sin-kwon, the director of the Museum of Japanese Military Sexual Slavery, Gyonggi-do, Korea).  
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#7, A 1998 painting, “Homesickness,” by Bae Choon Hee, a former Korean comfort woman of WWII. The Paintings Edition of Japanese Military Sexual Slaves, Nanumui Jip, www.nanum.org, 2004). (With permission from Mr. Ahn Sin-kwon, the director of the Museum of Japanese Military Sexual Slavery, Gyonggi-do, Korea).
