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Abstract

Buddhist Temple Bells of Early Joseon:
A Comparative Study According to Financing Sources

Lee Gwangbae™

During 15th century Joseon, Buddhist temple bells were cast mostly under projects
sponsored by the royal household . In the early years of this dynasty, the royal house was
actively involved in the restoration of ancient Buddhist edifices, and many of the temple
bells from this period were made as part of these projects. However | once into the 16th
century, during which Joseon embraced the Confucian social order, its rulers ceased to be
the patrons of Buddhism , this role being now passed on to the populace .

Buddhist temple bells from the 15th century exhibit a strong Chinese influence. The
cultural sway of the Yuan Dynasty still unabated, Joseon had a relationship of live
exchange with the Ming around this time. The weakening of the local industrial base also
played a role in this phenomenon , According to information found on the body of the bell
and other sources , royal house-financed temple bell projects from this period enlisted the
help of various stakeholders, ranging from members of the royal family and government
officials to monks and artisans . These bells echo the cult of AvalokiteSvara (Gwaneum or
Guanyin ), popular around this time. The six-character dharani and images of

AvalokiteSvara are frequently found sculpted on their surface, along with other inscriptions

* Senior Research Fellow Dongguk University Museum
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making reference to the same Buddhist goddess .

Privately-financed temple bells from the 16th century, meanwhile  are smaller in size
than those from the preceding century, cast from generous royal funding  This was also a
result of the continuous decline, as an industry, of casting arts and crafts, Temple bells
from this period manifest stronger native stylistic elements_as the Chinese influence from
the 15th century gradually became integrated with local aesthetics | Although more modest
in scale than those produced in the previous century , 16th-century Joseon temple bells are
artistically more interesting  being faithful reflections of the Korean tradition .

Compared to their Chinese counterparts, 15th-centry Joseon temple bells are more
balanced and harmonious conveying less of the exaggerated and massive impression that
characterizes the latter, The surface , bearing the inscription of the six-character dharani, is
frequently decorated with images of AvalokiteSvara and wave designs True to the Korean
temple bell tradition, surface designs are most often only slightly embossed, These local
characteristics | therefore | existed side-by-side with Chinese-influenced elements, giving
them a unique native stamp to 15th-century Joseon bells,

Privately-financed temple bells from the subsequent century show attempts to marry
Chinese-imported elements and new ornamental motifs introduced during the 15th century
with the older stylistic heritage of Korea_ This study challenges the previous view in which
the 15th century is considered a stylistically hybrid period, blending the Korean and
Chinese styles, and the 16th century, a throwback period harking back to an older style, It
presents arguments why these two periods should rather be understood as two chapters of
Korean bell-making, linked by an uninterrupted continuity, The new light this study sheds
on the stylistic evolution of Buddhist temple bells of the 15th-16th centuries also offers a
fresh perspective on their successors from the 17th-18th centuries, which was a vibrant
period of Korean bell-making, thanks to prolific production by both monks and lay

artisans.
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