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Transmission of the Iconography in Buddhist
Paintings of the Koryo Period

Chung, Woo-thak

Studies on Kory® period Buddhist paintings, thus far, seem to have focused on the understanding
: the formation, execution techniques, and production processes of their iconography. Based on the
findings in this area, scholars have tried to elucidate the overall aspects of the Koryd period Bud-
dhist paintings as a whole. Despite of such endeavors, however, the overall shape of the Koryo
Buddhist paintings has not been clearly understood yet, and many problems still remain unresolved.
One of such problems is concerned with the similarity and commonness in the iconography, which
have been already pointed out as a distinctive character of Koryd period Buddhist paintings. This
paper examines and compares certain phenomena involved in the process of transmitting the ico-
nography from the perspective view in art history.

Transmission of the i_conography can be divided into two subcategories. The first is the transm-
ission of the same iconography. Included in this group are the illustration of Maitreya-Vyakarana-
Sutra((f%h T 4 &% 8@ ) in the collection of Shino-in, Wakayama, (Fl&kill - #E£ke) and in the
collection of Chion-in(418kz), Kyoto; and paintings of Ksitigarbha(tjE§£E) in the collection
of the Nezu Institute of Fine Arts(tRiEZ/iré#), Tokyo, and in the collection of the Tokugawa Art
Museumn({2#)1|27#78E), Nagoya. A careful comparison of the iconography expressed in these works
reveals remarkable similarities in the size and composition of the pictures as well as in their motifs
and shades of color. However, some differences are also discerned, especially in the execution of
the details. In any case, replicas Faithfully reprocuced the contours of the original work, though
their overall quality falls somewhat short of the original work.

The second category is characterized by the transmission through creating the variations of the
iconography. Typical examples of this category examined in this paper are : paintings of Amitabha
(FT5@FE4NZKE) contained in the collection of the Bank of Japan(H#<#:4T), Tokyo and in the
collection of Hagiwara-Ji, Kagawa(Z /!l - #kJ§.5F) ; paintings of Amitabha Triad(F[5#FE =& [&E) that
appear in the collection of Hodo-Ji(i#5#=F), Osaka, and in the collection of the Sen-oku Hakkokan
(REMHEE), Kyoto; a version exhibited in Brooklyn Museum, USA.; and one privately owned

by a Kyoto resident. Works dealing with each of the iconography are varied in terms of their siz
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es, motifs, and in their expressive techniques. Nevertheless, the essence of the iconography remains
constant, and the expression faithfully reflects the stylistic trend of the period.

Some major findings in this paper can be summarized as follows : First, reproduced versions do
not seem to have been duplicated directly from the underdrawing. Rather, they appear to have been
redrawn, based on the original work.

Second, the model paintings that served as objects to be reproduced were all distinguished works
of a top quality, representative of the period.

Third, the process of transmiting of the iconography clearly reveals artists’ intention to add var-
iations to the original works instead of merely duplicating them. Such a move apparently served
as the momentum to invent a new iconography, and the success or failure of the creation was
dependent upon the capacity of the individual artist.

Fourth, the reproduced versions were very much in line with the artistic trend of the period, and
such tendency was even stronger in the case of the modified versions.

Finally, this study also reveals certain characteristics of replicas in general. The replicas approach
their objects(i. e., the works to be reproduced) impressionistically, with a result that explanatory
concreteness and clarity are required. Consequently, gradual shifts are lost, and emphasis is placed
upon the contours of the painting. As a result, the originaly organic lines are rendered mechanical
and ideal, and each motif is either exaggerated, emphasized, or altogether eliminated, so that the

overall composition of the painting is reduced to a matter of secondary importance.
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