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Abstract

Visual Characteristics of Late Joseon Buddhist Sculptures and
Their Relationship to the Popularity of Buddhist Rituals and
Spatial Constraints of Places of Worship

Song Unsok”

In this study, T argue that the characteristics of Buddha statues of late Joseon, such
as the disproportionately large head slightly bent upper body and the overall lack of
sculptural depth and sense of volume, are the direct result of various practical
considerations related to religious services performed within the sanctuaries in which
they were housed .

The popularization of Buddhism reached such a level in late Joseon that lectures
and rituals were frequently held in various temples across the country, with a large
contingent of faithful attending . As a result, Buddhist sanctuaries soon proved too small
to hold all the participants, They added on a veranda to extend the space and placed
the altar, its wall and columns further into the back of the hall to create additional room
Another problem with the spatial constraints was that the faithful were brought much
closer to the Buddha statue, creating an effect of familiarity with a sacred representation
that ran contrary to the awe and reverence owed to Buddha . What it appears was done

to remedy this issue was to elevate the altar, to create further distance and force the

* Chief Curator of Songgwangsa Museum
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faithful to look up to the Buddha statue

In late Joseon, the statue of Buddha was placed at a height of about ?m from the
floor in a position more elevated than previously, by almost Im. Buddhist sculptures of
late Joseon were frequently characterized as having a disproportionately large head with
both the head and upper body stooped and lacking the sense of volume and bodily
details so much so that they appear almost as though square pillars While the deficit in
sense of volume and depth was a consistent trend among Joseon sculptures,
continuously observed since the late Goryeo Dynasty, the disproportionately large head
and upper body and the stooped posture are characteristics that are only seen in late
Joseon Buddha statues These new features emerged during late Joseon, may have
been the consequences of the narrow and crowded space of Buddhist sanctuaries and
the elevated position of the Buddha statue forcing the faithful to view the statue from a
steep vertical angle Given this particular angle of view lateJoseon sculptors of
Buddhist statues may have wanted to make Buddha'’s face appear gentler and more
merciful | If occasioning close communication between the worshipper and the
worshipped deity is the foremost goal of placing a Buddhist statue inside a worship hall

late Joseon Buddhist sculptures should be considered as successfully meeting this goal .
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