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ABSTRACT

The Buddhist Altar of the Late Joseon Period

Her Sang-ho

This paper examines wooden altars of the Joseon period, which were commonly
called "Sumeru Altar” and had a unique structure and decoration.

The Buddhist altar developed out of a pedestal or an altar designed to install a
Buddha image. It shows aspect to combine decoration with memorial service according to
popularization of Buddhism, development of various rituals, and material diversification
of Buddha images. The simple function to enshrine Buddha images adds to element of
the ritual altar, This tendency resulted from the popularization of Buddhism, which was
generated by the emergence of a ritual ceremony for the dead and the incorporation of
confucian ideas and the folk beliefs. The structure of the decorated Buddhist table exhibits
periodic changes.

The Buddhist altar is composed of upper pedestal, middle pedestal, lower pedestal,
and subsidiary elements like bar, These elements have a close relation with decorative
elements.

The Buddhist altars of the Joseon period have several formal characteristics.

First, they are classified into three types, (1) classical type, (2) general type, and (3)
special type. The Buddhist altar originally derived from the earthen altar and pedestal of
the Three Kingdoms period. After the original form, hall-shaped and pedestal-shaped
altars appeared. The Buddhist altars of Joseon period have a structural characteristics that
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combined various elements. In addition, this type is taken root as a general type of
square-shaped. This fact is proved by the inscription of the 17th century. The general
type is classified into three types by the middle pedestal.

Second, the size of the Buddhist altar are affected by the number of images to be
installed and rituals to be performed. The scale of Buddhist hall is decided by the high
pillar forming the worship space, after the 17th century the Buddhist altar lies in the rear
of the hall for the convenience of worship and the expansion of the central space. In the
18th century, the size of the Buddhist altar steadily grows bigger due to the functional
expansion for the ritual ceremony and the generality of the main platform painting. Also
it took the shape of a rectangle due to the increase of images.

Third, the decoration of the Buddhist altar reflected the regional characteristic. The
patterns of the middle pedestal seem to show all things in nature around Buddha. These
patterns are to form the appearance of Mt. Sumeru. Some of the patterns seem to show
the narrative composition. The narrative composition has something to do with the
Buddhist literature that became popular at that time, and these patterns seem to describe
stories of the Buddha's former births. This composition is to illustrate the contents of the

sutra,
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