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Abstract

Over 200,000 Korean cultural heritage items are currently located abroad. They have made
their way to 22 countries under different circumstances and with unique backgrounds. While
some of them continue to contribute to promoting Korean culture around the world, others
cannot be exhibited due to damage or poor condition. In view of these circumstances, the
Overseas Korean Cultural Heritage Foundation (OKCHF) has since 2013 provided museums
and art galleries abroad with support for the conservation, restoration, and utilization of the
Korean cultural heritage items that they house. As a part of these efforts and on the occasion
of the 120th anniversary of the diplomatic relationship between the Republic of Korea and
the Kingdom of Belgium in 2021, a gilt-bronze case for acupuncture needles dating to the
Goryeo period (918-1392) from the collection of the Royal Museums of Art and History
(RMAH), Belgium was brought to Korea for conservation treatment. The primary purpose
of this conservation treatment was to restore the original form of the relic and slow to the
degree possible the progress of corrosion. The conservation treatment of the gilt-bronze case
followed the fundamental order of conservation treatment: removal of corrosive substances,
stabilization, and reinforcement. Since this was the first case of restoring metallic cultural
properties under the abovementioned support program by the OKCHF, special methodologies
distinct from those available in overseas institutions were required. Diverse scientific methods
(e.g., X-ray inspection, CT scanning, 3D microscopy) were applied to identify the metalcraft
techniques used in the Goryeo period.

The analysis found that several designs, including lotus and scrollwork, were exquisitely
engraved on the surface of the case by making dots using a round-edged chisel. A bronze plate
engraved with designs was rolled into a cylindrical form. The ends were overlapped by 2 to 3
centimeters and then attached to each other by silver soldering. The overlapping ends were
welded flat with nearly no gaps. As the final process in the production, the case was lavishly
gilt with gold powder using amalgam gilding. The conservation treatment of the gilt-bronze
case for acupunctural needles in the RMAH collection restored the original form of the relic and
arrested further corrosion. Above all, it revived the historic and academic value of the overseas
Korean cultural heritage through scientific analysis.

Keywords : Gilt-bonze case for Acupuncture Needles, Conservation Treatment, Silver Soldering,
Amalgam Gilding, Belgium
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