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Woodcut Tllustrations in the 60-Volume Temple-published Edition
of Avatamsaka Sutra of Haeinsa Temple

Kim Ja hyun”

This paper discusses the 60-volume edition of the Avatamsaka Sitra, housed in Haeinsa
Temple, which has received relatively little academic attention, compared to its importance. The
paper examines the stylistic and iconographic aspects of woodcuts contained within this version of
the Avatamsaka Sutra and attempts to date the time of their creation by comparing them with
those in the 80-volume version.

The 60-volume version of the Avatamsaka Sutra is a temple-published sutra. The woodcut
illustrations contained within it may be classified into three broad categories, according to their
iconographic content and composition. Woodcuts belonging to the first category have a lecture
scene on their right side, with Buddha seated on a platform, seen from the profile, and images
illustrating the content of the Sutra on the left side. Woodcuts of the second category show the
main Buddha at the center, accompanied by attendant deities on either side, with disciples and
other Buddhist figures surrounding them. Tllustrations of this type are not essentially different from
paintings portraying Buddha’s preaching scenes from the front, Woodcuts of the third category
have no fixed position for the main Buddha, and the illustration can be about more than one

chapter, depending on the content of a given passage of the Sttra. Compared to the two other
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types of woodcuts, woodcuts of this category give greater importance to illustrating the content of
the Satra.

The examination of their iconographic style reveals that the illustrations in the 60-volume
version of the Avatamsaka Sutra housed in Haeinsa Temple was modeled on Song-dynasty
Chinese woodcuts, in their basic composition, even if they also incorporate some elements from
Liao-dynasty woodcuts, However, some of the illustrations, such as the ones belonging to the
third category, have no Chinese precedent; suggesting the likelihood that they reflect native
iconographic styles, fashioned in Goryeo.

Meanwhile, when compared with the 80-volume version, the 60-volume Haeinsa version of
the Avatamsaka Satra is much less formal and standardized than the latter, in terms of settings (ex.
sacred versus mundane settings; type of frame), and more refined and pictorial in representation .
The illustrations in the 60-volume version also have some of the areas left blank ; an aspect absent
in the 80-volume version. These details suggest that the woodcuts in the 60-volume version of the
Avatamsaka Sttra predate those featured in the 80-volume version.,

Concerning the social context of its creation, the 60-volume version of the Avatamsaka Satra
might have been a project sponsored by people close to the military regime, then in power in
Goryeo. Producing such massive quantities of woodcut illustrations probably required a colossal
amount of capital and trained manpower, Given also the close ties that the ruling regime headed
by Choe had with Haeinsa Temple, the project could have been commissioned by a member of
Choe’s entourage, and possibly the faction led by Jeong An. As for the date of creation, the
account dating from 1098 of the circumstances and timeline of the publication of the three editions
of the Avatamsaka Sutra(Jin, Zhou and Zhen Yuan editions) suggests the possibility that the
Haeinsa Avatamsaka Sttra might not postdate the Tripitaka Koreana (1236-1251). Based on the
available evidence, the 60-volume Haeinsa edition of the Avatamsaka Sttra may be dated to
sometime between 1196, the year when Choe rose to power as the de fucto ruler of Goryeo, and
1258. The 80-volume version, meanwhile, is likely to have been produced later than the 60-
volume version, although it should not postdate the latter by much.

The significance of the 60-volume Haeinsa Avatamsaka Sutra resides in the fact that it contains
massive quantities of woodcut illustrations, whilst such illustrations are absent in the Tripitaka

Koreana, roughly contemporary to it. Woodcut illustrations are a rarity among Korean Avatamsaka
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Satra editions. Given how most surviving editions, whether 60-volume or 80-volume versions in
Goryeo period, contain only a couple of hand-copied illustrations, the value of this edition of the
Avatamsaka Sttra containing legions of illustrations is rather inestimable. Future research should
expand on this study to cast further light on woodcut Buddhist Sttra illustrations from the Goryeo

period.,
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