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Abstract

Dating the Chest Bearing the Inscription ‘the Fourth Month of the
Wuchen Year (the 21* Year of the Hongwu Reign)’

Kim Sam Dae Ja *

About ten years ago, I was informed by a student parents of the existence of a piece of
old furniture inside which there is a dated inscription that reads ‘the Fourth Month of the
Wuchen Year (the 21* Year of the Hongwu Reign) The term Hongwu is an era name
used during the Goryeo Dynasty, and the 21 year of the Hongwu reign corresponds to

1388,

it was quite obvious to the naked eye that this furniture, in a style characteristic of
Goryeo, was made during the Goryeo period.

There is no surviving furnishing item confirmed to date from prior to the eatly Joseon
period, Therefore, this chest with the dated inscription “the fourth month of the wuchen
year (the 21* year of the Hongwu reign)” is considered invaluable for the window it may offer
onto the style of pre-Joseon Korean furniture, However, its existence has not yet been made
known in academia through official channels, and its authenticity is still in dispute,

Artisans working with wood, or carpenters, are of two types according to the traditional
distinction used in Korea: Daemok and Somok (cabinetmakers), The categories of Daemok

and Somok first appeared in Yingtsao fashih (&i#%4:() compiled in 1103 by Li Jie (35i), a

* Cultural Heritage Administration Member of Cultural Properties Committe,
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Chinese man of the Song Dynasty.

In Korea, the term “Somokjang’ is encountered in Goryeosa (History of the Goryeo
Dynasty), indicating that Koreans also distinguished carpentry into two types according to
the classification used in Yingtsao fashih (##z£z() Daemok and Somok worked together
for construction of buildings, and the techniques used by the two types of carpenters were
closely related and mutually influenced each other,

In this paper, I compare the chest with the dated inscription “the fourth month of the
wuchen year(the 21% year of the Hongwu reign)” with woodworks in two Goryeo-period
buildings, including the Geungnakjeon Hall of Bongjeongsa Temple, a Goryeo temple located
in Andong, and the canopy set up inside this hall; the rear door of the Muryangsujeon Hall of
Buseoksa Temple; the red-painted wooden Buddha niche in Japan s Shoshoin, believed to
have been made in Korea; as well as gilt-bronze openwork wood furniture accessories, iron
hinges, loops and wrought iron-nails, discovered at the former site of Samcheonsa Temple
(Bukhansan Mountain, Goyang, Gyeonggi-do), The results of comparison confirm that this
piece of furniture was made indeed in an identical style to Goryeo wood buildings and
wood structural items, using the same double framework, asymmetric panels and sides and
edges of columns with symmetric moldings, decorative corner spandrels, iron hinges, loops
and wrought iron-nails; all typical details of wooden constructions from this period.

Meanwhile, to determine its exact date of creation, the chest was measured, and the
measurements of each section were compared with historical measuring tools, The results
indicated that the measuring tool used for this chest was the Yeongjo yardstick (£%X),
31.8cm in length, an exemplar of which was found in a sunken ship discovered in 1956, off
Liangshan in Shandong, China, believed to date from the Hongwu era; all measurements
could be exactly converted into a whole unit of this yardstick or half of a unit or multiples
of a unit. As for some of the characters used in the inscription, including [+ for ‘gi(Z%
) and ‘[H+—+5 for ‘lyang(i) , these are variants used between the Goryeo period and
early Joseon, which were no longer used in subsequent eras; hence, confirming that the
inscription also date from when this chest was made in 1388,

Based on the evidence in terms of style, construction techniques, and structural

pieces, as well as the use of the Yeongjo yardstick (£ /) and the calligraphic style of the
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inscription, there is little doubt that the furniture with the dated inscription “the fourth

month of the wuchen year (the 21" year of the Hongwu reign)” was made in Goryeo,
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