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ABSTRACT

A Study on the Iconography of Buddha at Birth
in the Joseon Dynasty

Chung Woothak

Seokgapalsangdo (Fh/UAH[E]), the condensed description of Buddha's life into eight scenes
is the sole Buddhist iconography that has been cherished regardless of time, religion, nation and
people, seemingly due to the monotheistic character of Buddhism, Therefore, it is presumed that
Seokgapalsangdo was produced during the Goryeo dynasty in Korea but the oldest one remained
is the Seokbosangjeol ("FE:if#;) print in metal type in the early Joseon dynasty. Under this
circumstance, one painting of Buddha at Birth possibly dated to the early Joseon period has been
recently open to the public and drawn a great attention

The painting of Buddba at Birth in Hongakuji (45:5F) shows a litle difference in the
number of persons and the display of motifs. But, the basic composition and essence of its
iconography are the same as one of the Seokbosangjeol prints of the eight scenes from Buddha's
life, which describes the birth of Buddha called Biramgangsaengsang (F#5FEAH) . With these
identical aspects it is safe to say that the Hongakuji's painting is based on the iconography of
Wolincheongangjigok ("HENTILZHH,) which took the Seokbosangjeol print as the original text.
Therefore, the painting in Hongakuiji is the most important material to research how a sutra was
pictorially reproduced at that time.

The dating of the Hongakuji's painting can be assumed to the early Joseon dynasty, more

specifically, the latter part of the 15th century, the early period of the King Seongjong (1%55%)
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because it shows the pictorial characteristics of the time such as double coloring, the delineation of
clouds, and the constituent elements of landscape as well as a historical event of the birth of the
Crown Prince. Accordingly, the Hongakuji's Buddha at Birth is a very unique and rare Buddhist
painting of the early Joseon dynasty providing a model of Palace Style Buddhist paintings at that
time.

There were some modifications on the iconography of Buddha’s birth from the
Seokbosangjeol print. However, it was succeeded to the Buddhist paintings in colors like the
Hongakuiji’s painting and to the 16th century Daitokuji’s (J<f#3F) painting. Later the iconography
continued to the one in Kekouji (F3:35) dated to 1692, Yongmunsa (5EF]5F) dated to 1709 and
many other Buddhist paintings in the late Joseon dynasty. In addition, the Buddha's birth
iconography was partly used in the paintings of Biramgangsaengsang (f2#5F42E4H) such as the
Songgwangsa (FA#=F), Tongdosa GEEESF), Haeinsa ((FENSF) when the eight scenes of Buddha's
life were actively painted after the 18th century. Needless to say, the Buddhist paintings of the late
Joseon period must have chosen their iconography from the earlier paintings rather than referring
to the Seokbosangjeol print directly. Through examining the process of iconographical succession
and accommodation on these paintings the modifications of an identical iconography have been
firmly grasped.

After the Hongakuiji's Buddha at Birth was known to Japan, reproductions such as one in
Komatzutera (/JMA5F), Honenji (:%4=F), and Kaiganji ({5=F) were profusely made in prints,
prints in colors, or hand paintings they were spread in many regions for a considerably long
period and cherished as a religious object of Buddhism, Making a woodblock print with a specific
theme from the iconography of Buddhist paintings explicates that a correspondent religious
demand was extant.

There has been no other Buddhist iconography imported from Korea or China than the
painting of Buddha's birth in Hongakuiji, which was reproduced many times over broad areas in
Japan. Therefore, it is the most valuable painting that proves the influence of Korean Buddhist

paintings on Japanese Buddhist paintings and rituals.
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