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ABSTRACT

Xiyouji Reliefs on the Pagoda of Wongak Monastery

Shin Soyeon

This paper attempts to make a close examination of the Xiyouji reliefs carved on the ten-story
pagoda at the Wongak Monastery and define its significance and function.

Xuanzang (#4%), one of the most well-known Chinese monks, made pilgrimage to India
between A D. 629 to 645. On his return, he brought massive volumes of Buddhist scriptures and
devoted the rest of his life in translating the texts, Xuanzang’s successful trip and remarkable
accomplishment in Buddhist studies led to the mystification of the monk himself and his religious
journey . Xiyouji (#5:525C) or Journey to the West, a novel written by Wu Chengen (%& )| is the
most widely known story of Xuanzang wth his four disciples. In the story, Xuanzang travels
toward the Leiyin Monastery (#55=F) in Mt. Vulture (#7&]1]) to obtain Buddhist scriptures for the
people in the East.

The ten-story pagoda at the Gyeongcheon Monastery (H{K=F), built in 1348, is significant as
to the formation of Xiyouji and its pictorial translation in the Yuan dynasty. The form and
decoration of this marble pagoda was repeated in the pagoda built at the Wongak Monastery ([&]
H5) in 1467 by order of King Sejo (i, r. 1417-1468). On each monument Xiyouji story is
represented in 22 scenes in relief sculpture. Twenty scenes are located in the middle parts and two
scenes are in the upper parts of the foundations. Except for some stylistic differences, the
depictions on the two marble pagodas are almost identical. As the pagoda of Gyeongcheon

Monastery were seriously damaged, changes have occurred in the appearance of the pagoda and
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the arrangement of the stone pieces. On the contrary, the pagoda of the Wongak Monastery
maintains its original form, Hence, this paper focuses on Xiyouji reliefs on the pagoda at the
Wongak Monastery .

When collaborating with several versions of Xiyouwji, the episodes of Xiyouji reliefs on the
pagoda are similar to the contents in Paktongsa eonhae (f@dEE) , which records the storyline
and several episodes of Yuan version of Xiyouji. This identification is significant since it suggests
that the relief sculptures on the Wongak Monastery pagoda can be related to the prototype of Wu
Chengen’s Xiyouji in the Ming dynasty. Moreover, the selected scenes and compositions in the
relief sculptures also appear similar to the woodblock print of the novel of the Ming. Compared
with the relief on the pagoda of Gyeongcheon Monastery, the relief on the pagoda at Wongak
Monastery is bas-relief and it lacks three-dimensional effect and fineness of detail,

While the story of each relief scene is easily identifiable, the order of the scenes reveal some
discrepancies, being inconsistent with the general order of the depiction from departure,
adventures, obtainment of scriptures, and return. Based on the size and placement of each relief
piece, it seems that the relief of the departure’ scene in the north and that of return’ in the south
have changed. When these two pieces are replaced by one another, the sequence of the story
becomes clear starting from the east side and ending in the north. This arrangement also accords
with the directions in the traditional way of viewing scroll paintings and the circumambulation of
the pagoda.

The inclusion of the popular literature Xiyouji in the sacred construction of pagoda can be
justified by the pious nature of the story in which Xuanzang pursues enlightenment with great
determination and effort. When walking around the pagoda, worshipers would have seen the
story of Xuanzang making virtuous deeds and leam important teachings of Buddhism. The scene
of Xuanzang's enlightenment is located among the scenes of Luohans in the upper part of the
foundation, Considering that Xuanzang was considered as one of Luohans since Song dynasty, the
effectiveness of Xuanzang relief on this pagoda is comparable to those on Fan pagoda in Kaifeng.

Besides being exemplary Buddhist practitioners, Xuanzang and his four disciples also
functioned as powerful guardians. Considering that the pagoda of the Wongak Monastery was
erected to enshrine sarira and scriptures, it is likely that the depiction of Xuanzang on the middle

of foundation had apotropaic function. In Xiyouji, Xuanzang's four disciples drive away evil spirits
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and protect Xuanzang and Buddhist scriptures. In the Joseon dynasty, such role of Xuanzang is
found persistently. For example, the decorations on the roof called japsang (#4:) have the same
name with that of Xuanzang and his disciples and they also played the role of exorcising evil

spirits from the royal palace.
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