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Buddhas of the Three Worlds in the Joseon Dynasty

Shim Joowan"

The Buddhas of the Three Worlds are normally understood as temporal manifestations of
Buddha, hence the embodiments respectively of the past, present and the future. During the
Joseon Period of Korea, however, a peculiar triad of Buddhas came to represent the Buddhas of
the Three Worlds, composed of Sakyamuni, Bhaisajyaguru and Amitabha. The main Buddha of
the triad was sometimes Vairocana, accompanied by Amitabha, Maitreya or Prabhutaratna Buddha
as attendant Buddhas. The Buddhas of the Three Worlds are given prominent positions within
major Korean temples, located most often inside their main sanctuary, and their place in the
history of Joseon-period sculpture was just as central.

The Buddhas of the Three Worlds in Joseon Buddhist temples have received much attention
among Buddhist specialists, However, due to the lack of doctrinal grounding of this type and its
vast stylistic diversity as well as its eclectic symbolism, the interpretation of this sculptural tradition
varies wildly depending on the researcher. Buddha triads having Sakyamuni as the main Buddha
are generally designated by terms such as samsebul (Buddhas of the three Worlds), sambul
(Three Buddhas), samgyebul (Buddhas of the three spheres) or sambangbul (Buddhas of the
three directions).” Meanwhile, those triads having Vairocana as the main Buddha are referred to

as birojanasamsinbul (Buddhas of the three bodies with Vairocana),” samsinbul (Buddhas of the

*Ph. D Candidate, Korea University Cultural Resources Studies
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three bodies ), samsinsamsebul (Buddhas of the three bodies and the three worlds) or sambul
{Three Buddhas). In this paper, I discuss the confusion in the nomenclature of this iconographic
type, and attempt to explain why it should be designated as samsebul by tracing back to the
earliest available historical records,

The Buddhas of the three worlds, unknown in Indian Buddhism, made their first appearance
during the fifth century, in Northern Wei of China, Buddha triads produced during this period
already exhibited the defining characteristics of the Buddhas of the three worlds, namely the
successive spatio-temporal embodiments of Buddha, The images of the Buddhas of the three
worlds regained popularity during the Liao and Jin Dynasties, and the tradition was maintained
throughout Yuan, Ming and Qing. The Sui-dynasty Buddhas of the three worlds in the Dazhu
cave at Lingchuan Temple (589}, having Rocana as the main Buddha, accompanied by Maitreya
as the left attendant and Amitabha as the right attendant, for instance | are considered an excellent
showcase of this sculptural theme, as it was understood and interpreted during the Northern and
Southern Dynasties of China. Likewise, the Jin-Dynasty Buddhas of the three worlds in Changle
Temple, consist of Sakyamuni, Maitreya and a Kasyapa eloquently bespeak the related tradition in
the Liao and Jin Dynasties.

In Korea, sculpted images of the Buddhas of the three worlds first appeared during the
Goryeo Dynasty. This tradition, having remained current through the following Joseon Dynasty,
was brought to a peak in the later part of the dynasty, when it gained a nationwide popularity.
The Maitreya Buddha Triad at Samburam of Mt, Geumgang, dating from the Goryeo Period, in
particular | importantly helped to cast light on the symbolism of the Buddhas of the three worlds,
when the identities of the three deities were finally established (Fig. 5 ).

Joseon-period Buddhas of the three worlds are distinguished into two broad categories: those
with Sakyamuni as the main Buddha and those having Vairocana as the main Buddha , The latter
are generally from the early Joseon Period, while the former are in the style of the late Joseon
Period, In the late Joseon Dyansty examples, Bhaisajyaguru Buddha replaced Maitreya as the left-
hand attendant of the main Buddha, Hence, the triads popular nationwide during the late Joseon
period most often consisted of Sakyamuni, Bhaisajyaguru and Amitabha ,

Joseon Buddhas of the three worlds combine the temporal symbolism whereby each of three

deities represent the past, present and the past, with a spatial symbolism whereby they
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respectively stand for the Saha world, the Vaiduryaprabhasa world and the Sukhavati, The
symbolism also contained the concept of Buddhas of the three bodies, namely Dharmakaya, the
body of ultimate reality, Sambbogakdaya, the body of bliss, and Nirmanakdaya, the body of
transformation, They, furthermore, embody aspects of the five dhyani Buddhas and are
understood to represent all Buddhas of the ten directions and three eras. Ideology and faith
coexisted in these sculptural representations, which struck a fine balance between the inner and

outer dimensions of Buddhist faith,
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