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ABSTRACT

A Study of Pyeongtal Artefacts in the Unified Silla Dynasty

Shin Suk

Objects adorned with pyeongtal technique was one of the favored artefacts in the
Unified Silla dynasty. Patterns are cut out from the gold or silver plates to be pasted on
either metal or wooden surface, and after repeating the process of lacquer coating and
drying a number of times the surface is finely finished up to reveal the gold and silver
designs underneath.

Pyeongtal technique serves as a significant reference in understanding the level of craft
art of the Unified Silla period, as it requires delicate craftsmanship and highly valued
materials such as gold, silver and lacquer. The technique, which originated and flourished
in Tang China, was transmitted to Korea during the Unified Silla period and to Japan
during the Nara period. Therefore, studies on pyeongtal works enable us to see where
Unified Silla stood in terms of the development and evolution of the pyeongtal technique
in East Asia. It is also provides a chance to understand better a phase in the history of
Korean craft by shedding a new light on the meaning and role of the pyeongtal craft in the
Unified Silla dynasty.

The term pyeongtal first appears in an ancient Chinese literature, and in Korea the
word “pyeongmun recorded in Samguksagi ("=@#37;), has been understood to
correspond to pyeongtal. The extant pyeongtal works from the Unified Silla dynasty include

two bronze mirrors in the National Museum of Korea, ornamental parts excavated from
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Anap-ji (figfitz), and two boxes in the Ho-am Art Museum and the Tokyo National
Museum. Only a small number of specimens from the Unified Silla period remain today .
However, distinct characteristics of Unified Silla lacquer works are identifiable by
comparing them with Chinese works, which are extant in large numbers.

Pyeongtal artefacts from the Unified Silla can be dassified into three types, bronze
mirrors, boxes and ornaments, and they coincide with the major types of Chinese
pyeongtal objects, mirrors and boxes. Nevertheless, a portable Buddhist shrine excavated
article from Anap-ji that is believed to be a musical instrument, a hexagonal box, and a
clam box, which is a lidded case made of a natural clam decorated with pyeongtal
technique, are this technique the independent development of distinct from Chinese
examples, and this indicates in the Unified Silla.

The distinctive features of pyeongtal artefacts of the Unified Silla period are apparent in
the designs and composition. First, for none of the pattern compositions of the Unified
Silla mirrors, parallels are found in the three categories of Chinese Tang bronze mirrors.
Two mirrors in the National Museum of Korea have simple floral designs inside the inner
circle with small animal figures placed between the flowers. While this type of
composition is also seen in the contemporary najeon (%3, lacquer with mother-of -pearl
inlay) mirrors, it was not found amongst the pyeongtal mirrors of the High Tang.
Therefore, it is speculated that the composition of the floral and simple animal designs
was particularly popular in Unified Silla mirrors.

It is also affirmed through the investigation of the composition, arrangement, and
detailed depiction of the ornamental patterns on other boxes and excavated articles from
Anap-ji that although the lacquer objects were influenced by the Tang style, they were
transformed into their own unique style evidencing their independent reception and
development. An examination was also attempted on the relations with the pyeongtal
objects in Shosoin (IEAFE) on the basis of these characteristics of Unified Silla lacquer
objects.

By the end of the Unified Silla dynasty, the production of pyeongtal artefacts gradually
decreased due to the state regulation of the use of gold and silver and a decline in its

preference. In the succeeding Goryeo dynasty, najeon flourished and found its place as an



important method of lacquer decoration replacing the prevalence of pyeongtal. The
production process of pyeongtal in Unified Silla was very similar to that of najeon as they
both use lacquer for fixing and decorating the cut designs: Therefore pyeongtal could well
be regarded as a prototype of najeon. Furthermore, the production technique of pyeongtal
craft and the characteristics of their ornamental motifs had paved the road for the rapid
development of the najeon technique in the Goryeo dynasty. Thus, pyeongtal should not be
understood as having vanished as a decorative technique after the Unified Silla dynasty,
but it evolved into a new techinque as najeon in Goryeo and hwagak (%iff, the artefact

painted with ox-horn sheets) in the Joseon dynasty.
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