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ABSTRACT

A Study on Korea's Traditional Culture of Cosmetic Beauty: the
Role of the Gisaeng

Kim, So Hyun

Department of Fashion Art & Design

Major in Cosmetic Beauty

Graduate School of Arts, Hansung University

For all times and places, it has been one of the most important and
basic desire for people to look beautiful and charming. People spend lots of
time and make efforts in putting on make ups.

The case has been the same for Korean women in tradition. In ancient
Korea, women were respected and often ascended the throne. They enjoyed
enough time to put on make ups. In medieval Korea, the status of women
had been bounded both socially and legally. In general, the cosmetic behavior
of Korean women has traditionally been restricted. They had difficulties in
expressing their beauty in their own ways.

The traditional culture of Korean society, especially in medieval times,
limited the social activities of women and encouraged them to hide from the
public. It was quite comparable to the case of the West, where the woman

had enjoyed lots of freedom in expressing themselves in portraits or photos.
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This study is interested in finding out the typical beauty culture of
Korea. The literature or the records, however, are too limited to review the
images of beauty by historical times. The study therefore concentrates on the
Gisaeng, which represents a group of professional female entertainers who
performed traditional Korean arts on banquets. Their social status was special
in that they enjoyed wealthy life and were given enough chances to learn
professional skills at government sponsored institutes. This study assumes
that the Gisaeng’s beauty culture represents at least one typical beauty image
in Korea.

The Gisaeng in Korea, although they were low class people in
feudal ages, had played an important role in leading fashion and beauty
styles among ordinary women. They were learned and equipped with skills
in dancing, singing, writing, and painting. They, as a group, had made their
own culture in Korea’s traditional society.

The study tries to review as much literature and paintings as possible
to investigate into the features of the Gisaeng’s beauty culture. The findings
from the research are as follows:

First, Gisaeng's beauty culture, despite of its richness, has not been well
inherited through the literature. Historical evidences are very rare. It was
partly due to the Confucian ideology, and partly due to the colonial rule by
Japan which imported and encouraged public prostitution in colonized Korea
while devaluing the Gisaeng's artistic tradition.

Second, the Gisaeng, in addition to their specialties in putting on make

ups, had concentrated on various artistic activities including traditional



singing and dancing. They also contributed for the succession of traditional
beauty and make up know hows. Gisaeng’s beauty images are accordingly
reflected in their performing arts.

Third, the Gisaeng played a leading role in spreading the fashions and
styles of beauty. They were adequately positioned in society to play such a

role. Their beauty image was well associated with the public.

This study implies that the Gisaeng in Korea played an important role
in inheriting the traditional beauty image while contributing for the
development of beauty culture. As the study edifies, Korean beauty image
has been succeeded through history instead of being imported from or

heavily influenced by foreign cultures.
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