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Buddhist Themes and Motifs in Sth-Century
Goguryeo Tomb Murals and Their Origins

Kim Jinsoon"

This paper explores Buddhist themes and motifs appearing in mural paintings of Sth century
Goguryeo tombs, and discusses their possible origins.

Buddhist motifs made their first appearance in Goguryeo tomb murals toward the middle of
the 4th century, However, until then, they were relatively rare, and as mural paintings from this
period, mostly centered on figures and everyday customs, were still immersed in the native view
of afterlife, they could hardly be said to represent a Buddhist worldview, which took hold of the
imagination of early Koreans only much later. Once into the 5th century, when Buddhism was
declared the national religion and took root in Goguryeo society, under the strong support of the
royal family, the thematic dominance of traditional figures and customs on tomb murals slowly
faded, in favor of images of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas | lotus designs, scenes related to the story
of miraculous birth from lotus blossoms, flying female angels, flames and processions of the
faithful laden with offerings.

Among 5th century tomb murals mirroring a Buddhist vision of life after death, the most

representative are Jangcheon Tomb No 1, Sanyeonhwachong, Gwigapchong and Samsilchong in

* Cultural Property Appraiser, The Office of Culture Property Appraisal, Daegu International Airport, Cultural
Heritage Administration
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J’an, and Gamsinchong, Deokheung-ri Tomb, Ssangyeongchong and Anak Tomb No. 2 in
Pyeongyang.

One notable thing about the Buddhist motifs in these Goguryeo tomb murals is their striking
similarity to those found in mural paintings from the Buddhist grottoes in the Gansu Province of
China . The back of the seat shaped like an inverted triangle against which the owner of
Gamshinchong is portrayed and the details of the bodhi tree behind the flaming halo of Buddha
on the mural of Jangcheon Tomb No. 1 are in the cave art style which was popular in the Gansu
region between the late 4th century and the early 5th century, The fact that this style reached
Goguryeo before northern or southern China suggests the existence of a lively cultural exchange
between Gansu and Goguryeo, which, besides , may have been easier to access than regions lying
beyond the Chinese Central Plain.

The fact that the vision of life after death expressed on Goguryeo tomb murals took on an
increasingly Buddhist undertone has much to do with Goguryeo rulers’ efforts to embrace the
religion. In addition to proclaiming Buddhism the official religion of Goguryeo, its kings
sponsored the construction of large temples to spread the new religion across its territories. The
mural paintings of 5th century tombs, therefore, reflect this social atmosphere. Meanwhile, the
heavy influence of the Buddhist art of the Gansu region observed on Goguryeo tomb murals from
this period is largely explained by the regional political situation of the time and the Korean state’s
proactive external policies.

Between the late 4th century and the early 5th century | northern China was mired in political
turmoil . Gansu, on the other hand, enjoyed peace and prosperity denied in the rest of region, due
to its location northwest of the Central Plain, safely removed from the center of tumult. Buddhist
art flourished in this region bordering the Silk Road, thanks to the continuous exchange with
Central Asia. Around this time, Goguryeo gained the control of the Liaodong Peninsula,
eradicating the Chinese presence from this region, and secured safe passages to northwestern
China by befriending northern tribes . This provided Goguryeo with access to new and advanced
cultural forms transmitted to the Gansu region via the Silk Road . The contributions of Central Asian
merchants and artisans who had migrated to the Gansu and Liadong regions, fleeing the war in
the Central Plain, were also essential .

Yet, the most remarkable thing about the Buddhist imagery manifested by 5th century
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Goguryeo tomb murals is that, influenced though it was by the Northern Wei Dynasty, it was
quite distinct from the latter’s murals, which espoused the style of Chinese southern dynasty tomb
murals , and were replete with mundane scenes of daily existence and Taoist legends , unmodified,
as well as inherited related Han Chinese traditions, Northern Wei, a Xianbei dynasty which
controlled all of northern China in its heyday, eventually lost their ethnic and cultural identity, as
the native culture faded away in favor of Han Chinese culture under the influence of a pro-
assimilation policy, which ultimately brought about its demise. In a sharp contrast with the
Northern Wei Dynasty, foreign cultures openly embraced by Goguryeo never completely
replaced, or undermined the integrity of, its native culture. A dynamic and progressive society,
Goguryeo eagerly integrated new cultural forms to its own | to shape entirely new cultural forms of

a more advanced and creative kind.
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