Lacquer layers and making methods of the
wooden coffin excavated from the NongSo tomb
of UnRimRi, SunChang in Korea
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Abstract The NongSo tomb of SunChang was built
in a relatively deep place; hence there was little damage

from grave robbers. The tomb was completely filled with
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a large amount of charcoal, and therefore the wooden
coffin was excavated in relatively good condition.
On the basis of the structure of the tombs, excavated
artifacts, and radiocarbon dating results, the tomb is
estimated to be from between the late Goryeo and the
early Joseon period. The wooden coffin excavated is
double-layered structures consisting of an outer coffin
and an inner coffin. The outside of the wooden coffin is
thickly lacquered and decorated with yellow letters and
white motifs. An analysis of the pigments’ components
revealed that the major component of the letters was gold
(Au) and the major component of the motifs was silver
(AQ). The coffin lacquer had three layers: a pigment
layer, a yellowish-brown layer, and a black layer. The
wooden bases of the coffins were painted with a black
substance, such as soot, as mineral elements were not
detected in the black layer. The yellowish-brown layer
is presumed to be refined lacquer. From the analysis of
the structure of the layers and pigments, we can estimate
the method was adopted for making lacquer for wooden
coffin. It is assumed that the method used gold leaf and
gold powder. The form of the pigment and the internal
structure are likely to be gold leaf, but the shape of the
surface letters appears to have been formed using gold
powder. This study will serve as important information
for understanding lacquer making techniques at the time
of the tombs’ construction by confirming the making
method through reproduction experiments using gold leaf

and gold powder.
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