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Abstract

A Study on Early
Seventeenth-century

Vairocana Three Directional
Buddhas Statues

Ko, Jiyong
Department of Archaeology and Art History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This thesis studies the Vairocana three directional Buddhas of the
first half of the seventeenth century, which consist of Vairocana,
Baisajaguru and Amitabha Buddha. Specifically, I focus on the
Vairocana five directional Buddhas of Geumsansa Temple(£:LL<F),
Gimje, Vairocana three directional Buddhas of Gwisinsa Temple(5F
f£3F), Gimje, and Vairocana three directional Buddhas of
Seonunsa Temple(i#ZE3), Gochang. Iconography of these statues
represents three directions which are the East, Center, and West,
each corresponding to Baisajaguru, Vairocana and Amitabha. This
thesis is based on the premise that Vairocana five directional

Buddhas and Vairocana three directional Buddhas are interpreted
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as same concepts. I argue that these statues were utilized in the
royal bless ritual, and that the socio-economic context
significantly affected the function of the images.

First [ examine the ritual function of Vairocana three
directional Buddhas. The three temples' statues were created in the
early 17th century and were enshrined in the main Buddha Halls. Since
the Buddha statues were the object of the ritual, there must have been
a close relation between the statues and the ritual. Therefore, I analyze
the rituals that were performed in the main Buddha Hall in the 17th
century. WunsudangasaE/xE3E) and Yeongsandaehoejagbeobjeolcha &
LK E/EEETR) are 16th-century manual books for gongyang, or offering
rituals. These two ritual manuals were routinely performed at the main
Buddha Hall. In the sixteenth century, the bless ritual for kings was
newly listed in the ritual manuals mentioned above, and was compiled as
an independent manual book as well. This ritual required the image of
Buddha which encompasses all directions; since the Vairocana three
directional Buddhas symbolizes all directions, those Vairocana three
directional Buddhas are likely to have been the focus of such rituals.

However, it is interesting that Vairocana three directional
Buddhas were created only in these three temples located near Jeonju.
This can be explained through a close relationship between the three
temples. Buddha statues of the three temples were created in the
order of Geumsansa-Gwisinsa-Seonunsa. Based on stylistic analysis, it
can be assumed that this iconography was spread by Geumsansa
Temple's Vairocana five directional Buddhas. Geumsansa Temple was
rebuilt in the late 15th century by King Sejo and Prince Deokwon. At
this time, the Vairocana five directional Buddhas were created.
Geumsansa Vairocana five Buddhas, patronized by King Sejo, served

as the object of the bless ritual for king. Subsequently, Geumsansa
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statues were destroyed by the war and restored to the same
iconography in the early 17th century. The fact that the restored
version followed the original iconography indicates that the monks of
Geumsansa Temple were aware of the ritual function of the
iconography. The restored statues were also shrined in the main
Buddha Hall where the bless ritual was performed.

The Vairocana three Buddhas statues of other two temples
seem to have performed the same ritual function as the
Geumsansa Vairocana five Buddhas. This is supported by these
two facts: first, the Gwisinsa and Seonunsa statues were both
enshrined in the main Buddha Hall of each temple: second, these
two temples were under the influence of Geumsansa Temple. The
monks of Geumsansa Temple participated in rebuilding Gwisinsa
Temple and Seonunsa Temple. Therefore, it is highly possible
that the Vairocana three directional Buddhas of Gwisinsa and
Seonunsa were influenced by the Geumsansa five Buddhas.
Consequently, the bless ritual for kings is the key to
understanding both the iconography and the specific location of
the main Buddha Hall.

The Buddha groups of three temples are monumental in
their scales, being created at a comparatively early period. | argue
that this can be explained in the economic context. Gwisinsa
Temple was designated as a royal temple, wondang(FE%), by the
royal family. Geumsansa Temple and Seonunsa Temple had been
the royal temples in the 15th and 16th centuries. The royal
temples belonged to the royal family's financial institution,
Naesusa(RET]), and paid tribute to the royal family. In other
words, the Wondang Temple played a important role in the royal

finances. When the Wondang Temple was destroyed by the Imjin
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War, the royal family lost its financial base. Thus the
reconstruction and sponsorship of the Wondang Temples were
intended to stabilize the royal court’s financial status as well.
This royal patronage explains the early commission and creation
of the Buddha statues of those three temples. This royal context
also implies the significance of those statues in ensuring the
survival of Buddhism in the postwar period.

In order to survive in the Confucian society, the Buddhist
community needed to align with the fundamental value of
Confucianism, loyalty(®8: chung). The temple practiced the value of
loyalty through performing a bless ritual for king, and this led to
the creation of the Vairocana three directional Buddhas, which
functioned as the focus of the ritual. Therefore, the creation of
the these statues serves as a good example of the reciprocal

relationship between the nation and the Buddhist community.

Keyword : Geumsansa, Gwisinsa, Seonunsa, Vairocana three
directional Buddhas, wondang, royal bless rituals,
17th century
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