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A Painting of the Sixteen Arhats in Heungguksa, Yoesu

Shin Kwang-hee*

Among extant depictions of the sixteen arhats, one in Heungguksa, Yoesu (hereinafter
referred to as Heungguksa sixteen arbars) is the oldest example, made in the late Joseon Dynasty.
Consisting of four hanging scrolls, this painting was created by Uigyeom and his twelve disciples
in 1723 for installation at the Eungjinjeon (Arhat hall) in the temple.

The outlines of arhats' face are drawn only with ink, while robes are almost light-colored.
The distinguished patterns of the robe are concentric circles composed of dots, and landscape of
the picture is also entirely in ink.

Some of the painters who participated in the work on Heungguksa sixteen arbats also
engaged in the work on another sixteen arhat painting in Songgwangsa in 1725, which exhibits
cruder features particularly in the countenance of arts and the expression techniques expression.
Uigyeom did not seem to have joined the work .

Heungguksa sixteen arhats borrowed a number of figures from the Sancai tubui published in
the Ming dynasty. But it did not simply copy them, but transformed them considerably by leaving
out the retinues and surrounding articles. Characters in the Sancai tubui follow traditional types

handed down from the Five Dynasties, the Sung and the Yuan Dynasties .

* Dongguk University Museum Curator

105



The Sancai tuhui was introduced from Ming to Joseon in the early 17th century. Yun Du-
seo, who lived in exile in Haenam in the Jeolla province from 1713 until 1731, owned many
paintings manuals, and possibly he transmitted the book to painters of the Uigyeom school.

There are three notables features in the placement of arhats in Heungguksa sixteen arbats.
First, it distributed sixteen arhats in several scrolls to be hung in the Arthat Hall, of which the size
was expanded after the Hideyoshi Invasion. Second, an odd number of arhats were painted in the
left side of the Buddha, and an even number were painted in the right side. Third, they drew
Mahakasyapa, Ananda, Indra, messengers, and guardians. Heungguk sixteen arhats is the most

important work in depictions of this theme in the late Joseon dynasty .
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