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ABSTRACT

A Study on the Tea Culture of 18th and 19th Century

Joseon Intellectuals

Han, Ki—Jung

Dept. of Living Culture &
Consumer Science

The Graduate School of
Sungshin Women's University

This study examines the tea culture of the late Joseon period, focusing on
the background for the culture’s revival during that time and the procedure
of preparing and drinking tea by the intellectuals who were at the center of
the culture. In doing so, it traces the literary tendencies of the intellectuals
and the domestic and foreign influences on tea culture amidst the
introduction of the late Ming early Qing culture as well as the social and
economic changes within Joseon. It also tries to illuminate the basis for the
revival of tea culture, and provides a diachronic overview of the tea drinking
procedure by looking into the actual practices.

The inflow and acceptance of the late Ming early Qing literary culture
brought a new change to Joseon’'s cultural and artistic realm. The intellectuals
were at the center of this change and led the way to fostering new cultural
characteristics and trends. The tea culture of Joseon in the 18th and 19th

centuries was largely influenced by this new cultural wave.



The 18th and 19th centuries are considered to have been a revival period of
tea culture. The background for this assessment lies in the fact that the
enjoyment and appreciation of tea culture were expanded to a significantly
larger population, albeit restricted to the intellectual class. The ripe and
mature culture of the time also contributed to the spread of the taste and
enjoyment in tea.

The domestic structural foundation for the revival of tea culture owed much
to family tea traditions and the revitalization of cultural affinity groups. The
cultural affinity groups sought cultural communication and the satisfaction of
their cultural needs through various activities and exchanges, where their
shared the lifestyle of tea drinking was the main medium. While family tea
history was the vertical foundation behind the everyday enjoyment of tea,
the exchanges shared within groups were a lateral foundation reinforcing the
everyday practices as well as widening the sphere of tea culture. Also,
foreign influences from exchanges with Qing and Japan set the stage for
reorganizing and expanding the domestic tea culture in various ways.

The perception of the medicinal effects of tea by late Joseon intellectuals
was based on a priori knowledge as well as information from medical books,
encyclopedias and health management manuals. To them, tea and the tea
drinking procedure were more than a way of medicinal treatment, but rather
treatment of the mind, and furthermore the realization of a transcendental
spiritual state.

The tea drinking procedure of 18th and 19th century intellectuals is found
to largely consist of three elements: everydayness, professionalism and
composite arts. To the intellectuals of Joseon, the tea drinking procedure was
not separate from, but an integral part of daily living. The everyday aspect of
the tea procedure not only involved pursuing health management through the
medicinal effects of tea, but also the training of the temperament through

concentration and control required in brewing tea. When offered to a guest,



besides being a beverage, tea was a way of laying the ground for noble
dialogue through the pleasures of elegance and refinement. The aspect of
professionalism can be found in different elements of the tea preparing and
drinking procedure, including selecting the water, distinguishing the right level
of boiling, controlling the fire and judging the quality of the tea. Such
professional approach has much to do with the appearance of a series of
books of encyclopedic material and professional articles written on the subject
of tea. Tea drinking during the late Joseon period created a tasteful
atmosphere for composite arts, bringing together various forms of hobbies
synchronically. In turn, the tea culture became more elevated in dignity.
Today, having tea with someone has the meaning of seeking peace of mind
and body, beyond the material conditions of time and space. Tea and the tea
drinking procedure have taken on a different significance for modern day
people desperately looking for a way to take care of the body and the mind.
Therefore, it is called upon to incorporate tea into the culture of everyday life

as a way of promoting emotional recovery and communication.
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