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Lotus Sutra Frontispieces of the Goryeo Dynasty

Moon Sun-Hee*

Much of the content of the Lotus Sutra consists in parables. Since Tang China, seven of the
parables in the Lotus Sutra, known as chilbi (seven metaphors), were considered essential to the
understanding of Buddhist teachings. The twenty-seven chapters of the Lotus Sutra were either
organized into seven volumes or in a single volume by reducing the size of characters. The
currently surviving frontispieces to the Lotus Sutra dating from the Goryeo period are mostly those
of seven-volume editions. Examples of Yeongsanhoe Seolbeop Byeonsangdo (Frontispiece on
Buddha Lecturing in the Yong Chi Mountain) to one-volume editions of the Lotus Sutra are rather
rare, Frontispieces to seven-volume editions of the Lotus Sutra, featuring the scene of lecture,
usually has at its left side the text of a parable with the scene itself placed at the right side. Most
Yeongsanhoe Seolbeop Byeonsangdo are scenes of lectures by Shakyamuni Buddha. The parables
in the Lotus Sutra are mostly familiar tales that are quite easy to understand, and many of them are
frequently found in various anthologies from the Goryeo period.

Compared to frontispieces to other sutras, Lotus Sutra frontispieces show a distinct Chinese
influence. Following the import of the Khitan Tripitaka during its early years, Goryeo embraced
many cultural elements from the Liao Dynasty. A comparison of the Lotus Sutra from early

Goryeo, currently housed in Kongobuji Temple in Japan, and the Lotus Sutra frontispiece in the

* M.D., Hongik University
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Kbitan Tripitaka, discovered in Fogongsi Temple in Yingxian of Shanxi Province, reveals
conclusive evidence of exchanges between Goryeo and the Liao. The Kongobuji version of the
Lotus Sutra, aside from the influence of the Khitan Tripitaka it exhibits, is also important for its
illustration of the samcho imok (three plants and two trees) parable. The illustration is in a
transitional style between the corresponding illustration in the Khitan Tripitaka and the Southem
Song-dynasty illustrations on the same theme. The illustration of this parable from the Tang
Dynasty-found in Dunhuang-consisting of the image of a farmer plowing his field in the rain later
becomes that of a man wearing a straw rain cape with a dragon depicted above him. The
Kongobuii frontispiece is in the intermediary phase between the two, providing the missing link
between them.

A significant stylistic change which occurred in the late Goryeo Dynasty suggests that by
then, new prints of Lotus Sutra frontispieces arrived to the Korean peninsula from the continent.
Southern Song-dynasty publications must have been brought to Goryeo during the 12th century,
and Goryeo wood print blocks and woodcut blocks must have been updated accordingly.
Interestingly, Yuan-dynasty woodcut frontispieces had little influence on late-Goryeo Lotus Sutra
frontispieces, for which the Southern Song works remained an almost exclusive source of
influence. Another noteworthy fact is that, in spite of a large variety of Lotus Sutra frontispieces
printed during the Southem Song Dynasty, only two of them were widely known and popular in

Goryeo.
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