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Abstract

A Study of the Eight Great Bodhisattvas
in Goryeo Buddhist Painting

Yang Heejung”

This paper explores the iconography of the eight great bodhisattvas (astamababodbisattvasy,
in Goryeo Buddhist painting. The concept of astamababodbisattvas appears in Buddhist texts
from at least the second century AD . Its origin is closely related to the ancient notion of the eight
directional guardians (astadikpdla). In association with the nature of astadikpdla, the
astamahbabodbisattvas of the eight directions serve to transmit Buddhist faith and to protect the
devotees.

Along with the development of esoteric Buddhism in India, different groupings of the eight
bodhisattvas were established to form various mandalas. Among them, especially a group
consisting of AvalokiteSvara, Maitreya, Akasagarbha, Samantabhadra, Vajrapani, Manjusti,
Sarvanivaranaviskambhin ;| Ksitigarbha became most popular in Buddhist art after the eighth
century .

The iconographical details of these bodhisattvas are described in such texts as the
Astamababodbisatiavamandala-siitra and the Mahavairocand-sitra, But examples in India and

Dunhuang show that they did not strictly follow the canon. The most common attributes are an

* Associate Curator , National Museum of Korea
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open lotus, a ndagakesara, oval objects {possibly buds or jewels), sword | a vajra, a book on an
utpala, and a banner (or jewel ). The common factors drawn from various examples in India and
Dunhuang are a useful guideline for further studies on the images of astamababodbisattvas in
Korea.

The iconography of the eight bodhisattvas in Goryeo painting stems from the same tradition
as Indian or Central Asian astamabdabodbisattvas. The iconographic details, however, are quite
different . In the Goryeo dynasty, the eight great bodhisattvas were closely tied with Amitabha
Buddha and the belief in his Pure Land. Attributes of bodhisattvas were also influenced by Pure
Land paintings of the Sung and Yuan dynasties.

In fourteen examples from Goryeo that represent the eight great bodhisattvas, the attributes
are fairly consistent: a bottle {or a bowl with a willow branch), a sutra case, a book, juyi (§&), a
lotus flower, a jewel, a vajra, and a sword. Among them, a bodhisattva with a sutra case is
identifiable as Mahasthamaprapa . Although there is no textual reference, a number of surviving
Goryo paintings of the Amitabha triad support the hypothesis that one of the eight bodhisattvas is
Mahasthamaprapta . Regardless of this change | the number eight remains the same . This is one of
the characteristic features in the depictions of astamababodbisattvas from Goryeo | and raises a
question as to which bodhisattva was replaced by Mahasthamaprapta .

Most studies in previous scholarship sought an answer in the colophons of the 18th-century
Amitabha painting in Cheoneunsa. According to these colophons, it was Akasagarbha that was
replaced by Mahasthamaprapta, and therefore the sword that troubled scholars with finding
iconographical source is alloted to Sarvanivaranaviskambhin, But passages from the
Astamababodbisattavamandala and Mabdvairocand-stitra strongly suggest that the sword
denotes Akasagarbha, Samantabhadra or Manjusri, and examples found in India and central Asia
also support this identification. Moreover, Manjusri and Samantabhadra became a common pair
attending Sakyamuni or Vairocana in the Sung and Yuan periods as in Goryeo , They established a
distinctive feature in their attributes: a book and juyi. These attributes are also reflected in the
astamahabodbisattvas paintings of Goryeo dynasty. By eliminating the sword from the
iconography of Manjusti and Samantabhadra, and relating the sword to Akasagarbha, it becomes
clear that Mahasthamaprapta substituted Sarvanivaranaviskambhin in the Goryeo period.,

But the close observation provides that it is not always Mahasthamaprapta who appears in his
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usual disposition. As parallels to the Chinese paintings, a bottle in the headdress and a sutra case
in one hand are a clear indication of Mahasthamaprapta. But in one third of the cases, these
attributes are missing. Instead, a flaming jewel is depicted in their hands. The bottle in the
forehead is also replaced by a flaming jewel. In india, Sarvanivaranaviskambhin holds a banner or
an oval jewel. The Bessonzakki and several iconographic sources from Japan show
Sarvanivaranaviskambhin with a flaming jewel on top of a banner. Therefore, the flaming jewel
depicted in Goryeo paintings suggests the existence of Sarvanivaranaviskambhin , making two sets
of astamabdabodbisattvas in Goryeo: one with Sarvanivaranaviskambhin and one with
Mahasthamaprapta replacing Sarvanivaranaviskambhin, This seems to reflect the religious
popularity of the Amitabha triad in Goryeo.

As for the other bodhisattvas, one holding a vajra is identified as Vajrapani, and one with a
jewel is Ksitigarbha as it is evident in the iconic depictions of Ksitigarbha in the Goryeo period.
Based on the Cishipusaluexiuyueniansongfa (FIGETEREREN 53/ the bodhisattva with a
lotus flower is identifiable as Maitreya.

These eight attributes appear consistently until the end of the Goryeo dynasty. This indicates
that the painters and devotees of this period recognized the significance of the assemblage of eight
different bodhisattvas, This group greets souls of the dead and leads them to the Western Pure
Land, supporting and accompanying Amitabha, The association between astamababodbisattvas
and Amitabha seems to have taken place in China and assimilated in Goryeo in its popular

Amitabha cult.
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