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Abstract

The Characteristics of Goryeo White Porcelain Ritual Vessels
Discovered at Sangban Kiln Site and Their Date of Creation

Kim Hyo-jin *

Porcelain ritual vessels from the early Goryeo Period are similar in appearance to
those depicted in Sanlitu (The Three Ritual Classics, Illustrated), a Northern Song book that
visually documents ritualistic customs. There are very few known extant examples of these
vessels, presumed to have been used until the early 12th century, whether discovered through
archaeological excavations or passed down in families, which explains the dearth of in-depth
research into related topics. However, once into the 20007, a series of excavations conducted
at the former site of a Goryeo white porcelain kiln (Sangban Kiln Site in Seo-ri, Yongin)
permitted to unveil a host of new information about these ritual vessels, providing also a
turning point in research.

Eight of the thirty-three sacrificial vessels, mentioned in Goryeosa (The History of
Goryeo, 1451), were identified at this kiln site and the associated Jungdeok Kiln Site. Ritual
vessels discovered there are porcelain versions of wooden, pottery or bamboo vessels
described in Sanlitu. Faithful to the vessels in Sanlitu in their overall shape, they, however,
differ from them in details, although some of them are exact replicas. The vessels were either
made by coiling or shaped using a potter’s wheel. The choice of a method depended on ease
and efficiency.

The bo and gwe, the ritualistic grain dishes, discovered at the Sangban Kiln Site are
relatively well preserved, allowing comparison with dimensions for corresponding vessels,

prescribed in Sanlitu. Through this comparison, which took into consideration the history

* National Museum of Korea
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of weights and measures in early Goryeo, the ho and gwe were dated to three distinct
periods, according to the length of a cheok (an ancient unit of length). The bo and gwe whose
dimensions were based on one cheok being about 25cm are likely to have been made in
the early 11th century, before 1030 (the 21st year of King Hyeonjong’s reign). Those whose
dimensions were based on a cheok being 29-31cm are likely to have been made in around
1030 (the 21st year of King Hyeonjong’s reign) or at least no later than 1040 (the 6th year
of King Jeongjong’s reign). Finally, the o and gwe, whose dimensions were based on one
cheok being approximately 33-34cm, were probably made after 1040 (the 6th year of King
Jeongjong’s reign).

The changing system of measurement appears to have not only caused variations in the
dimensions of these vessels, but also influenced their shape, as evinced by the thickness of
the gwe that were uncovered in the Kiln Site in Bangsan-dong, Siheung and the Sangban Kiln
Site.

A study of Stratum III of the Jungdeok Kiln Site, originally conjectured to have been
active in the same period as the Sangban kilns that produced these ritual vessels, shows
that it was actually active by the first half of the 11th century. The study of the ritual vessels
discovered at the Sangban Kiln Site has not only widened our understanding of the ritual
vessels of early Goryeo, but has also provided a specific timeline regarding the operation of

the kiln, which previously could only be estimated using comparative chronology.
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