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[ABSTRACT]

A Study of the Wooden Relief Panels Placed behind the
Buddhist Images of the Late Choson Period

Yi Chong-mun

Until recently, studies of Buddhist sculptures in Korea have been focused mainly on
those of the Three Kingdoms, Unified Silla, and the Kory§ periods. Virtually no research
has been done on the late Choson period Buddhist sculptures. This paper attempts to
analyze the seven existing late Choson dynasty wooden relief panels placed behind the
Buddhist images (% ffi K %l{). This stylistic analysis in turn will enable research into the
slylist‘ic changes that took place in the late Choson Buddha images.

The wooden relief panels of the Yongmun Temple (1684, Yech’on, North Kyonsang
province), the Avalokitesvara Hall of the Namjang Temple (1694, Sangju, North
Kyongsang province), and the Silsang Temple (1782, Namwon, North Cholla province)
bear absolute dates in their inscriptions and related documents. Those of the Namjang
Temple Treasure Hall, the Taesting Temple (Mun’gyong, North Kydnsang province), the
Kyongguk Temple (Seoul), and the Mirik Temple (Wanju, North Cholla province) are
dateable to the. 19th century based on stylistic grounds of their relief carvings. The ones
which bear absolute dates are important because they can be used as standards for
establishing dates on related Buddhist sculptures of the late Choson dynasty. It is
significant to note that most of these wooden relief panels were created in the late
Choson period.

Due to the suppression of Buddhism by the Choson court, the religion fell into decline
during .this period. However, Buddhism managed to survive and the creation of sculptures
continued. Especially after the Japanese Invasion of 1592 and the Chinese Invasion of
1616 when séveral monk generals worked actively to save the nation, Buddhist activities
were openly allowed.

Wooden relief panels placed behind the Buddhist images serve the same purpose as the
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Buddhist paintings placed behind the images. That is, iconographically and visually, both
the paintings and the wooden relief panels play a supporting role for the images placed in
front of them. In addition, they share common compositional and iconographical features.
First, the wooden panels have all the lesser figures (guardian deities) seen in the paintings;
they have 2-3-4 layers of platforms, and the main Buddhas have winnow-shaped aureoles.
Second, there are many wooden relief panels that have the 8 Bodhisattvas that were in
vogue ir; Amitabha paintings of the late Choson period. However, while the paintings are
fully colored, the wooden relief panels show only a partial coloration.

The Buddha images in the relief show characteristics that can also be found in the
sculptural images of the Buddha and the bodhisattva in the same temple. These images are
devoid of any expression in the face. The neck and shoulders are slightly bowed, and the
body forms are simplified and generalized, showing unnatural bodily proportions. These
features are considered as typical of the late Choson period Buddha images. This suggests
that the paintings and the wooden relief panels were made from a common model, and
perhaps in the same workshop of a temple.

It is also significant to note that all of the main Buddhas in the seven wooden relief
panels are Amitabhas. Therefore it appears that among many Buddhas, Amitabha was the
most popular deity during the late Chossn period.

Late Choson Buddhist sculptures as seen through these wooden relief panels, do not
show the creativity or artistic excellence that can be found in the sculptures of the Three
Kingdoms period, Unified Silla, or the Koryd period. However, their value lies in the fact
that they reflect the sculptural styles of the contemporary Buddhist images. It seems that
due to the suppression of Buddhism during the Chosdn period, no creative motivation for
a new style arose in the making of Buddhist images in general.

The majority of the existing Chosdn period Buddhist images are of the late Choson
period. Many of them bear inscriptions inside the body. An in-depth study of these
inscriptions will be essential in furthering research on the late Chosgn period Buddhist

sculptures.
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