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The Iconography and Cult of White-robed Guanyin in Late Joseon

Ryu Kyunghee

This paper discusses iconographic and stylistic characteristics of representations of White-
robed Guanyin (or Avalokiteshvara) during the late Joseon period, as well as the associated
Guanyin cult, Portraits of White-robed Guanyin are frequently found on the rear walled-in
sanctuary of the main prayer hall in Joseon-period Buddhist temples. The main prayer hall of
Joseon temples often had an extra space behind its walled-in sanctuaty, usually about 2M width,
which was used for preparing for worship services or stowing away ritual supplies after a service.
Interestingly, once into the late Joseon period, this space came to be used as a separate worship
area reserved for the cult of White-robed Guanyin Bodhisattva.

In late Joseon, Buddhist scriptures were published mainly on the initiative of monks. Most
scriptures printed during this period were re-editions of newly-published Buddhist scriptures from
the late Ming to the early Qing Dynasty, accompanied by their vernacular translation to make
them readable to the wider Joseon population. As for the White-robed Guanyin cult, it appears to
have gained popularity around this same period, as a means to obtain male offspring. Both
Guanyin sutras and Sassi Namjeonggi, a novel by Kim Man-jung dating from this period, attest to
the popular perception of White-robed Guanyin as a deity granting male offspring to those who

have been denied one. The fact that the White-robed Guanyin cult is mentioned in lay literature

* Cheongju National Museum, Curator
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like novels is quite a testimony to the breadth and depth of its reach in Joseon society.

Portraits of White-robed Guanyin, mostly found on the rear walled-in sanctuaty of Buddhist
prayer halls, appear to have derived from Water-Moon Guanyin Bodhisattva, the most popular of
Avalokiteshvara portraits until the 18th century. It is likely that White-robed Guanyin was simply
Water-moon Guanyin Bodhisattva clad in white, The portrait of Guanyin Bodhisattva housed in
Daeungbojeon (Bejeweled Hall of Shakyamuni Buddha) of Gwanlyongsa Temple in
Changnyeong, Gyeongnam, is a great example of 18th-century representations of Water-Moon
Guanyin Bodhisattva, found on the rear walled-in sanctuaty of a main prayer hall. In subsequent
eras, the increasing popularity of the White-robed Guanyin cult, coupled with the influence of
Guanyin sutras, came to largely reshape the iconography of Guanyin Bodhisattva. The
appearance of the portraits of White-robed Guanyin on the rear walled-in sanctuaty of Buddhist
prayer halls was precisely a consequence of this renown,

Most Guanyin murals on the rear walled-in sanctuaty of prayer halls appear to have been
created during the 18th century and later, even if they were retouched or updated subsequently
These murals also appear to have been subjected to the iconographic influence of illustrations in
Guanyin sutras. The frequently flourished, lotus blossom-filled backdrops of Guanyin portraits,
instead of an austere rock cave, for example, have their origin in such images as the illustration at
the front page of Gwanseeum Bosal Jisong Yeongheomjeon, the section of the Cheonsu Sutra
(Thousand Hand Sutra) emphasizing the importance of chanting Buddhist scriptures, and
illustrations in the Buddba Summit Dbarani Sutra (Buljeongsim Daranigyeong).

Meanwhile, as the vast majority of these rear walled-in sanctuaty murals portraying White—
robed Guanyin have been repaired in recent decades, it is rather difficult to determine their
original coloring. Also, given the nearly complete absence of information concerning their dates of
creation, it is well-nigh impossible to trace their stylistic characteristics back to precise sources of
influence. Hence, more research is needed concerning the dates of creation of white-robed
Guanyin murals, as well as the details of worship services performed in this space reserved for
Guanyin devotion. Future research should improve on this study, which is but a small first step
towards understanding late-Joseon White-robed Guanyin murals, by examining individual murals
in detail, with regard to their iconographic and stylistic characteristics as well as date of creation, at

the same time as trying to provide a clearer overall picture of this genre.
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