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Buddhist Sculptures of Mid-Goryeo refleeting northern tradition

Jeong Eunwoo"

Buddhist sculptures from the mid-Goryeo period widely reflect foreign influences,
particularly from the Chinese dynasties of Liao and Song. Popular stylistic details and
themes in Korean Buddhist sculptures such as the thin sheer silk robe worn by Buddha,
the style of dressing in which the robe drapes down from the right shoulder, leaving the
left shoulder bare, dhyana mudra assumed by seated Buddhas, Guanyin Bodhisattva
(Avalokitesvara) surmounted by a jewel crown sculpted with a transformation Buddha
(nirmanabuddha) and holding a blossomed lotus stem in one hand, Guanyin Bodhisattva
clad in a white robe and Arhats wearing a head scarf, were all introduced during this
period. These characteristics are closely related to the northern tradition of Buddhist
sculpture, developed in the Liao and Jin Dynasties.

Of these new features and themes, the head scarf and Bodhisattva wearing a jewel
crown with a transformation of Buddha and holding a lotus blossom are of particular
interest, insofar as they recur in many different combinations. In Goryeo, there was a large
production of Arhat sculptures in which the Arhat wears a head scarf, The bronze Pindola
Arhat, bearing the inscription Jeil Bindoro jonja Yeongtongsa (Pindola, the first of the

sixteen Arhats, Yeongtongsa Temple)”, a stone Arhat discovered in Ganghwa and the

* Prof. Dong A University
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stone Arhat in the collection of Dongguk University Museum are some of the examples in
which an Arhat wears a short head scarf whose bottom edge touches the shoulders. Head
scarves are not seen only in Arhat statues, but also in some Bodhisattva sculptures.
Bodhisattva statues in Gangwon-do temples such as Hansongsa, Sinboksa and
Woljeongsa, for example, also don a head scarf, worn under the jewel crown and reaching
down to the shoulders. These tall bejeweled head pieces are signature features associated
with Liao-dynasty Bodhisattvas. The head scarf, meanwhile, is the telltale feature of both
Arhat statues and Bodhisattvas from the Shangjing area, of the Liao Dynasty. Wearing a
head scarf was common among people of the Liao, a dynasty based in the northern
region, due to climactic reasons. Even formal outfits for the empress customarily included a
head scarf.

The head scarf made its first appearance in a Buddhist sculpture with Ksitigarbha
Bodhisattva statues, produced around the 10th century, in the Dunhuang region. The
popularity of the head scarf in Liao-dynasty Buddhist sculptures could very well have been
an influence from this region. The existing custom of wearing a head scarf, prevalent in all
segments of its society, from members of the imperial house to Buddhist monks and
ordinary people, also probably contributed to its integration into Buddhist sculptures.
Hence, it is more than likely that head-scarved Arhat statues of Goryeo were produced
under the influence of Liao-dynasty Buddhist sculpture.

As for statues of Bodhisattva wearing a jewel crown with a transformation Buddha and
holding a lotus blossom, whilst Bodhisattva sculptures of this type date back to the Tang
Dynasty, they became widely popular only once into the Liao Dynasty. During the Liao
Dynasty, statues of Avalokitesvara surmounted with a jewel crown with a transformation
Buddha, holding a lotus blossom in one hand, were popularly produced, along with
Maitreya carrying a kundika, in accordance with information on these deities found in the
Mandala Sutra of the Eight Great Bodbisattvas (Padaebosal Mandaragyeong). In Goryeo,
sculptures of Avalokitesvara with a transformation Buddha on the head piece and a lotus
blossom in one hand were mostly small gilt-bronze statues, although a few of them were
larger stone statues. The stone standing Bodhisattva of Gwanchoksa Temple, known also

as Eunjin Maitreya, with a transformation Buddha mounted on the head piece and a lotus
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blossom clutched in one hand, and the stone standing Buddha housed in the Jungwon
Maitreya Prayer Retreat, only carrying a lotus blossom without a headdress, are some of
examples dating from the Goryeo Dynasty. These Buddhist sculptures are identified as
representations of Maitreya Buddha due to their large size and name. The earliest example
of a Maitreya statue wearing a crown mounted with a transformation Buddha is the stone
Maitreya Bodhisattva of Gamsansa Temple from the Unified Silla period, created in 719,
These Maitreya statues gradually merged, over time, with statues holding a lotus blossom,

to eventually shape an image of Maitreya unique to Goryeo.
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