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Abstract

Goryeo Ring-Matted Metal Artifacts

Yim Jiyun *

The ring-matting technique is a metalworking technique consisting in hammering a
burin with a hollow round head onto the surface of a metal item to create small ring-matted
patterns in intaglio. This technique was used since before the beginning of the Common
Era, and was brought from ancient West Asia to China, then to the Korean peninsula, Ring-
matting was used until the early 7" century, only in small areas of a metal item, Since then,
the technique had come to be popularly used in Tang China, to create background patterns
in gold and silver items, The ‘Eoja(f2¥) means literally ‘fish roe’ for ring-matted patterns, as
the small round circles densely gathered together are reminiscent indeed of fish roes. This
name, appearing in a record held in Japan' s Shosoin (760), is currently in use also in China
and Japan,

Ring-matted patterns first appeared in the Korean peninsula, during the Three
Kingdoms period, in small areas of an item or as a bead band at the edges of an item,
Initially, they were mostly seen on prestige items and small gilt-bronze Buddhist sculptures,
The ring- matting technique was later used to create background patterns from the early
7" century when there was active artistic interaction between the Three Kingdoms and
Tang China, Early examples of ring-matted background patterns are seen in sarira reliquary

items, discovered in Buddhist temples protected by the royal house, During the Unified

* National Palace Museum of Korea, Curator
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Silla period, the ring-matting was popularly used for decorating Buddhist craft items and
some other ornamental items, Meanwhile, we know from the Shosoin record of ring-matting
artisans during Nara-period who specialized in ring-matting active but also seemed to be
highly considered in the Unified Silla,

The Three Kingdoms-period and Unified Silla technique of ring-matting was
transmitted to the ensuing period of the Goryeo, and reached its heyday in the 11" to 12
century, helped by the exchange with the Northern Song and Liao, The close ties formed
with the state of Liao in the 11" century appear to have had a particularly important
influence on the production of ring-matted metal craft items in the Goryeo. Meanwhile,
the government artisan system, put into place in the early Goryeo, enabled a more systemic
production of craft items; another major contributing factor to the thriving of ring-matted
metal crafts. As the demand for ring-matted metal items grew in the royal house and among
aristocrats, this metalworking technique was now applied to everyday items like vessels,
grooming tools, and accessories.

The ring-matting technique was later coupled with other major metalworking
techniques such as chasing and repoussé. When the ring-matting technique is used together
with chasing, each of the ring patterns in intaglio is clearly cut, as distinct as the grooves
created through chasing. There are two types of ring-matted patterns: sparse and irregular
patterns and densely-gathered and regularly-shaped patterns, Patterns of the former type
are mainly seen in late Unified-Silla metal items and also quite frequently employed in
early-Goryeo Buddhist craft items, Patterns of the latter type, meanwhile, are often seen
in grooming tools and accessories, Ring-matted patterns, when coupled with high-relief
repoussé patterns, look like tiny granules, densely filling the spaces between repoussé floral
patterns, Concave and convex ring-matted patterns reflect light in different manners, The
lustrous effect produced by ring-matting helps create variation in the texture of a metal item,
while adding brilliance to the overall surface design and depth to main motifs., Metal items
with high-relief repousse patterns and even ring-matted patterns covering the background
completely were only produced in the Goryeo period and uniquely characterize Goryeo
metalwork, Such combination was not seen, for instance, in gold and silver items of the Liao

state, The popularity of the combination of ring-matting and repoussé methods appears to
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have begun no later than in the 12" century.

This study, as an early attempt to cast light onto the ring-matting technique of the
Goryeo, is significant in that it reconstructs the timeline of the development of ring-matting
technique in the Korean peninsula and draws attention to the beauty and originality of
Goryeo ring-matted metal craft items, which have thus far been undeservedly neglected by

the research community:,
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