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The Plan of Gameunsa and the Design
of the Three-story Stone Pagodas

Han Jungho*

Gameunsa was founded at the time when Silla, having achieved the unification of the three
kingdoms, made vigorous efforts to establish the absolute royalty by winning the mind of the
former Goguryeo and Baekje peoples and thus actively engaged in the construction work to
demonstrate the prestige of a united nation. With new artisans from Goguryeo and Baekje joining
the work, new construction styles and skills were implemented. Particularly the use of special
stone called gamseok (fixf1) for stone pagodas at the temple, which was first known at the site of
Jangchang in Silla, was probably brought by the former Baekje people, for it was earlier seen in
the stone pagoda of Mireuksa of Baekje. This suggests that the creation of stone pagodas at
Gameunsa, which marks the beginning of typical Silla-style pagodas, was influenced by the earlier
Baekje tradition in material and technology. The decision to erect stone pagodas must have been
affected by the location of the temple near the seashore where the significant erosion of wooden
pagodas by salty wind would have been inevitable.

In constructing Buddhist temples in Silla, pagodas were generally built earlier than golden

halls, Extant architectural constituents of pagodas as wells as literary evidence indicate that the

* Researcher, Dongguk University Gyeongju Campus Museum
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building of the pagodas preceded that of the golden hall at Gameunsa as well.

The detailed measurement of the plan of Gamenusa reveals that the width of the base of a
stone pagoda (650 centimeters) was a tenth of that of the front courtyard of the temple compound
(6,500 centimeters). The original height of a pagoda was twice the width of the base. The pole
disclosed above the pagoda measures a fourth of the height of a pagoda. This proportion was
faithfully followed in later three-story pagodas of Silla. The base of a pagoda was divided into
twenty one segments, and each segment measuring 31 centimeters was used as a module in the
gradual diminution of the upper parts. This principle was meticulously applied to the position and
size of the relic hole as well. The distance between two pagodas are exactly twice the height of a
pagoda . All these clearly show the architectural principle applied to the design of stone pagodas in
relation to the overall plan of the temple, which could be availed as useful information in the

reconstruction of wooden pagodas at Sacheonwangsa built around the same time.
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