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[ABSTRACT]

The Significance of Flame Patterns
in the Celestial Scenes in Kogury6 Tomb Murals

Lee, Song-ran

This article is an attempt to describe the flame patterns in mural paintings of Kogury®
tombs. The flame patterns were depicted in portraits of the deceased and in the border
areas of the ceiling where the souls ascended. Their particular location in the paintings
seems to indicate that they are closely related with the concept of life after death.

After Buddhism introduced to Koguryd, the flame patterns began to be painted in the
tomb murals. In Tokhtig-ri tomb (#25 H #1H), dated 408, the flame patterns first appeared
in the portraits of Chin ($%) and on the ceiling. Jin was born at Sindo ({§#F) in modern
Hebei and exiled to Koguryd. The patterns seem closely connected with the chilbo
ceremony (E173) which Chin held as Chungri todok (FE##), a subordinate of King
Kwanggaet'o (F&BA+T).

If we consider the historical background of chlilbo ceremony, we can easily figure out
the meaning of flame patterns of Tdkhting-ri tomb and the reason Koguryd royal families
and aristocrats accepted foreign Buddhist elements in their tombs without resistance. At
that time, King Kwanggaet'o promoted Buddhism greatly for the strategic reason to reign
in the P'ydngyang area, which had been a colony of Han Dynasty for 400 years. He built
nine Buddhist temples simultaneously in Pydngyang, not in Kuknaesdng (BIRN%), the
capital city. This fact enables us to presume that Buddhism was regarded as being very
useful for the rule in his reign.

The relationship between Buddhism and the political rule is clearly revealed in the
ch'ilbo ceremony of TOkhtigri tomb, which systematized the concept of cakravartin (E#gH2E
T), based on the legend of the Indian emperor ASoka. The cdkravartin is the king of
kings who ruled the world with seven jewels (&%, chilbo), which symbolized seven
powers of the king. The flame patterns depicted in the portrait of Jin is considered the ray

41



of the wheel, which symbolized the golden wheel, the most important jewel of the seven
jewels. It signified cakravartin's moral strength to which the whole universe submitted. If
cakravartin complete happiness of human beings, Maitreya will come to the world as a
Buddha or Buddhists will ascend to the heaven where Maitreya lives.

After Tokhlig-ri tomb, the flame pattern within the portraits of the deceased continued
to appear in the Muyongch'ong (#£#fi!%), Kakchoch'ong (FA##), Ssangyongch'ong (BZ1i%),
Maesan-1i Sasinch’'ong (L8 PUm#i). Its shape changed, however, into a simplified type,
which emits the ray that resemble a wheel. From this fact, we can conclude that as the
understanding of Buddhism advanced in Koguryd society, the flame pattern seems to have
been regarded as the Enlightenment in Buddhism. It also shows the realization of
Buddhism and the ascendancy of the deceased to the Buddhist paradise.

On the border areas of ceilings within the heavenly scenes, the patterns of light were
shown again. They are similar to the nimbus of Buddhist statues, and inside its patterns,
the winding bracken patterns were represented. In Songch'ong (£3%) and Anak tomb no. 1
(% 19%4%), the bracken patterns were used as the spirit of the sun. According to the
legends of Tan'gun and of King Tongmydng((#) of Kogury®, the ray of the sun as the
heavenly light create lives. We may consider that the flame patterns on the ceilings
represent the rebirth in the Buddhist paradise.

The Buddhist paradise, where the souls regain their lives, is organised with various
elements. There are animal deities and immortals symbolizing the blessed life. Judging
from the case of Tdkhiig-ri tomb, early Koguryd Buddhism seems to have focused on the
faith in Maitreya, which provides human being with happiness and fortune. In that context,
animals deities and immortals could have been incorporated into the Buddhist paradise with
traditional meanings.

The flame patterns on the ceilings were changed into the motif of a person born on
lotus. In Ohoe tomb nos. 4 and 5, where the four directional deities (PUi#) were the major
theme, a new flame patterns appeared. The new flame pattern was located inside vine
scroll that decorated the wall. In the center of the vine scroll, human figures were reborn
as immortals. In this process, the new flame patterns help the rebirth of human figures.

As we have seen, the birth on lotus could be understood as the rebirth in a Buddhist

paradise. But in the heaven depicted in Ohoe tomb nos. 4 and 5, there are Taoist
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immortals and deities. By the time Buddhism declined in Koguryd, basic concepts of
Taoism was likely to have been understood. In that background the new flamed pattern
could be interpreted as representing the regained life in the Taoist immortal world.

In China the flame pattern similar to the Koguryd type is found only during the
Northern Wei dynasty founded by Xianbei (#%). It suggests that Koguryd and Northern
Wei had a similar cultural structure. Having inherited the traditional belief that the
ancester of Xianbei descended from the heaven, Northern Wei people had strong faith in
Maitreya. Flame patterns were represented inside small niches of Maitreya and celestial
scenes in Yungang caves, where we find a very similar conception of the flame pattern as
a sign for the regained life in the Buddhist paradise. Special attention must be directed to
the precedence in date of the flame patterns of Koguryd than that of Northern Wei. Since
many tombs of Xianbei have yet to be excavated, we have to wait for further evidence
until we reach a conclusion. However, it is significant that the flames pattern was much
popular in Koguryd long before it appeared in Northern Wei. Current evidence seems to

suggest that Northern Wei accepted the use of the flame patterns and their meanings from

the Koguryd type.
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