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I. What is Norigae?

1. History of Norigae
2. The Basic Form of Norigae



History of Norigae

Norigae is a decorative pendant hung from the outer or inner
breast-tie of the short upper garment(jeogori), or sashes of the
traditional Korean women's costume called “hanbok.” It was
an accessory item exclusive to the Joseon dynasty and was
made of precious materials such as gold, silver or jade. The
decorative designs and ornamental details of norigae made it
the focal point of women's apparel and created a stark contrast
against the generally subdued and understated hanbok.

The word “norigae” originally refers to “pretty and playful
objects” or “favorite trinkets.” True to these meanings, nori-
gaes were cherished and worn by women of all classes:
queens, princesses, concubines, ladies-in-waiting, noble-
women, and commoners alike. However, the norigaes were of
different sizes and materials — all of which were dictated by
the social rank of the wearer. Women also were expected to
wear different norigaes depending on the time, place,
occasion, season or ceremonial event.

It is difficult to pinpoint when the norigac came to be widely
worn. We can only guess that primitive forms of personal
ornaments like norigaes can be traced back to prehistoric
times, since the innate human desire for self-embellishment is
one of the key drivers behind the development of clothing.
The history of personal ornaments actually began when primi-
tive men strung the tooth of wild animals they killed and
wore it around their waists.

Similarly, Choi Namsun(1890~1957), in his book entitled
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Introduction to Korean Literature, writes that the origin of norigac was
the protective emblem used in primitive shamanism. These emblems
were referred to as “jerma([sg)” which means “to overpower evil ” and
children were made to wear these.! But the artifact that can be consid-
ered a true archetype of the norigae is the waist pendant unearthed
from ancient tombs of the Silla dynasty. A wide variety of decorative
items were found in Silla tombs, including crowns and crown orna-
ments, hair ornaments, earrings, necklaces, belts, bracelets, and
rings. However, by the Joseon dynasty, necklaces and bracelets disap-
peared, and women only wore rings, head ornaments, such as orna-
mental toques(jokduri) and rod-shaped hairpins(binyeo), and the nori-
guae, which may be defined as either a chest or a waist ornament.

Among the existing historical documents, Goryeo Dogyeong(gBlifis,
1223, an illustrated book depicting the lifestyle of the Goryeo people),?
written by a Chinese official of the Sung dynasty named Seo Geung,
records that “the aristocratic women of Goryeo dynasty -+ wrapped
their waists with olive green sashes, from which they hung gold bells
with colored ribbons and silk pouches filled with incense.” This
description evokes images of Joseon women who would later embell-
ish their dresses with norigaes and small decorative pouches. Buddhist
paintings from the Goryeo dynasty also depict queens wearing jade
ornaments attached to decorative knots and suspended below the
waistline.

These and other accounts indicate that such small ornaments existed
from prehistoric times, and that, as hanbok established itself in the
basic form of short top and long skirt, norigae also became an impor-
tant ornament which complemented the short jeogori. The widespread
popularity of norigaes can be attributed to the fact that it appealed to
the aesthetic and emotional senses of Joseon women.

1. Introduction to Korean Literature, Yookdang Choi Nansun(Yookdang being a literary
pseudonym), Complete Collection V. 9, p. 451.
2.Seo Geung, Goryeo Dogyeong V. 20. Women's clothing.
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