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ABSTRACT

This study purposed to examine Korean people's white clothes custom historically and to
explain the aesthetic consciousness latent in the custom.

Korean people preferred white clothes, even up to foreigners called them White-clad folk. Not
only as in old historical literatures, but also in Soo-suh, Shin-Dang-suh including Sam-Kuk-Ji in
China, white clothes were a real symbol to Korean people, ranging chronically far back to the
age of ancient tribal countries, Sam-Kuk Period through Koryo Dynasty and even to modern age
near the end of Chosun Dynasty, wearing with pleasure regardless of age, sex or social position.
Even King himself in Koryo Dynasty is said to have worn white clothes when he was out of
official hours. During the Koryo and Chosun Dynasty, white clothes were sometimes prohibited
for various reasons including conflicts with the theories of yin-yang and the five elements but
such regulations were not effective. To Korean people, white clothes were ordinary people's
everyday dress as well as noble people's plain suits, saints' uniforms with religious meanings,
ceremonial costumes, funeral garments, etc. The various uses show that white clothes have been
worn by many people. The unique custom that a people have worn white clothes consistently for
such a long time may contain very deep symbolic meanings representing the people's sentiments
and spirits. The present study understood that the meanings come from religious sacredness,
magical wish for brightness, the pursuit of purity originating from the people's national traits,
assimilation with nature and the will to attain whole ascetic personality. Aesthetic attitudes based
on aesthetic values summed up as sacredness, brightness, purity, assimilation with nature,
asceticism, etc, are the aesthetic consciousness pursued by Koreans through their white clothes.

For Koreans, white color is the origin of their color sense coming from primitive religions
such as worshipping the sun and the heaven. In this way, Korean people's preference for white
clothes began with primitive religions, was mixed with various social, cultural and religious
influences and finally was settled as their durable spirit, symbol and beauty.
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