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A Study of Repoussé Works of Goryeo

Kim Eunae”*

In the Goryeo Period, the repoussé technique was highly fashionable as a means to create
three-dimensional patterns by beating the inside and outside of a metal plate with a chisel and a
hammer, It is a representative decorating technique of Goryeo metalwork along with inlaying
silver-thread decorations on metal dishes. Artifact decorated with the repoussé technique should
be made of expensive gold or silver with good elasticity based on an elaborate technology level .
Given the value of such raw materials and the lead time for a job, this is important evidence that
allows us to estimate the level of metalwork in the period. The technique first developed in
ancient Persia was transmitted by Sogdians to China and highly popular in the Tang through the
Yuan periods, It also often appears in the Goryeo period. Therefore, an exploration of the artifacts
created by repoussé techinque in Goryeo could enable us to identify the relationships between the
international trends of the time.

About forty specimens of repoussé metalwork are extant from the Goryeo period, which
include sutra boxes, incense boxes, bracelets, and omamental knifes or small makeup tools.
Sometimes the technique is shown in reliquaries. There are relatively many more of these in terms

of type and number than the remains or reliquaries excavated from ancient tombs of the previous

* Curator, The Amore Museum
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period. They appear to be more three-dimensional .

There is virtually no extant artifact that informs the chronology of the repoussé works of the
Goryeo period while none is known to have been excavated from ancient tombs, Therefore, it
may be difficult to classify their period. However, the extant works are classified in three periods
according to the comparison with contemporary ceramics and other metalwork as well as the
consideration of political and economic changes and exchanges of trade goods in Goryeo, Song
and Liao.

In the first period, which ranges from the eleventh century to the first half of the twelfth
century, Chinese influence reached Goryeo through the exchange of state trade goods, which was
active since the war with Liao. The second period, which ranges from the first half of the twelfth
century to the first half of the thirteenth century, was a mature period with the conspicuous
stylistic advancement. The repoussé works of this period are closely packed with high reliefs in
more diversified patterns. Some of them seem to have been manufactured as a set or in the same
workshop. Many sutra boxes or miniature shrines of this period, which contained the Dharani-
sutra are also extant, Finally, in the third period, which ranged from the latter half of the thirteenth
to the fourteenth century, there appeared empty space in the background of the pattern instead of
closely packed repousse as shown in repoussé artifacts of the twelfth century. Also there are
examples of repoussé decoration in shrines or Buddhist reliquaries rather than in personal
ornaments. In addition, the cutting section for repousse became lower and simplified although the
patterns of the previous period were continued,

For repoussé artifacts that experienced their heyday in the twelfth century of Goryeo, it is
estimated that the demand for repoussé artifacts, which consumed considerable time and labor,
seems to have been reduced along with the plundering of artifacts by Yuan, a lack of silver, and
the full production of earthenware according to the popularization of earthenware after the later
part of the thirteenth century. However, it is found that the existence of repoussé technique has
continued given that skilled repoussé techniques of high relief are also shown in a sliver reliquary
with a gilt bronze base (1605) in the Palsangjeon of Beopjusa. Therefore, repousse technique,
which appeared from the Three Kingdom period, may be an important technique of metal art that
was highly developed and in fashion in the Goryeo Period and has also been used consistently up

to the present through the Joseon period. It is necessary to understand comprehensively the
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scattered repoussé artifacts, and to study the manufacturing technique of each remains by using

scientific research such as X-ray filming.
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