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Abstract

Vairocana and the Three-Thousand Buddhas *Painting
in the Tanaka Family Collection:
Representation of Dharmakaya Filling the Trichiliocosm

Kang Soyon*

Vairocana and the Three-Thousand Buddhas ( EREE 3 —Ffiff&])’ is a Korean Buddhist
painting from the late Goryeo period, The painting was later taken to Japan and ended up as the
heirloom of the family of a certain Tanaka Kozaemon, The painting has been popularly known in
Japan as “Ten Thousand Buddhas (E%jfiE) " or “Thirteen Thousand Buddhas (—& —F{fi{&]).” In
recent decades, the painting has been given more scholarly titles such as “Vairocana Narrative (g,
B ERED” or “Vairocana Preaching (ERRE EHFaEED.” This paper attempts to find the
painting its proper title, more suited to its iconographic significance and thus proposes to call it
“Vairocana and the Three-Thousand Buddhas (EEREFEH —f#i&El)".

As stylistic evidence justifying this title, firstly | point out the legion of Buddhas depicted in
the painting. And interpret them as infinite dharmakaya filling the Cosmic Lotus World, | also
discuss how the attendants and disciples of Vairocana in this painting are placed in exactly the
same positions as those of Sakyamuni in the theme “Sakyamuni Preaching on Mt, Ghrdrakuta
This interesting symmetry suggests equation between Vairocana and Sakyamuni . In other words,

Sakyamuni  sambhogakaya , was perceived as one and the same with Vairocana, dharmakaya .

* Senior Research Fellow, The Academy of Korean Studies
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| further argue that of the many metaphysical sources that influenced Buddhist paintings
representing a multitude of Buddhas, this particular work embodies the Mahayana philosophy,
more particularly the Hwaeom (Huayan ) tradition , in which Vairocana occupies the central place.
In order to prove this point, | turn to the frontispiece of the Brahmajala Sutra of Song-dynasty in
which multiple incarnation bodies spring out of the cosmic lotus is depicted, and the sited Locana
figure with a thousand-Buddha body halo of Toshodaji in Japan for comparison. | also take a
close look at the frontispiece of the Cosmic Lotus World chapter of the Flower Garland Sutra
(Avatamsaka Sutra) of Haeinsa from the Goryeo dynasty, in order to see how they depict
Vairocana and a multitude of Buddhas and to determine the similarities between them and the
Tanaka collection painting, | argue that these pictorial representations depict Vairocana and his
numerous doubles as nirmanabuddha (Buddha of Transformation ), which together adorn the
Cosmic Lotus World, By looking at the temple records of Seongjusa on Mt, Sungeom, where
mentions of sculptures representing “Vairocana and the Three Thousand Buddhas” are found,
along with the mentions of a certain “Hall of Three Thousand Buddhas,” | attempt to cast light
onto the traditional perception of Vairocana and a myriad of Buddhas, The worship of a myriad of
Buddhas, transmitted to Korea during the Goryeo dynasty in the context of Hwaeom thought,
remained in currency through to the Joseon dynasty, Even today, many Buddhist temples in
Korea have a separate hall known as the “Hall of Three Thousand Buddhas,” housing Vairocana
and the three thousand Buddhas. My discussion finally turns to the Flower Garland Sutra, as a
possible source for this tradition , | argue that the Hwaeom doctrine of buddhakaya of the Buddha
body system is the chief source for this work ; in other words, the notion that ‘dharmakaya fills
the trichiliocosm’ This notion whereby the bodily incarnations of Buddha pervade the dharma

realm is an idea recurrent throughout the Flower Garland Sutra, expressed in the chapters of the

“Manifestations of the Buddha,” “Cosmic Lotus World,” “Wonderful Adornments of the Lord of

the Worlds,” “Vairocana,” “Appearance of the Buddha,” and “Entry into the Dharma Realm.” In
the Hwaeom tradition, the trichiliocosm are conceived as a universe adorned by myriads of
incarnations of Buddha, Following this line of argument, the paper draws the conclusion that the
most appropriate thematic title for the Tanaka collection painting is “Vairocana and the Three-

Thousand Buddhas”
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