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An Iconographic Analysis of the Sixteen Arbats
of Pagyesa Temple

Jang Huijeong"

Starting from the Late Tang and Five Dynasties period, demand for paintings on such
themes as the Sixteen Arhats or the Eighteen Arhats surged rapidly, as they fitted literary
trends in Song China and the temperament and aesthetics of Zen Buddhism, which gained
popularity during this period of time. Arhat paintings from this period were, notably,
accompanied by odes and hymns by Song-dynasty men of letters, many of whom showed
a keen interest in this genre, adding devotional and artistic depth to them. Arhat
iconography of the Song Dynasty, besides, became a lasting legacy influencing Arhat
paintings from subsequent eras.

Zhang Xuan was a prominent artist from the Late Tang and Five Dynasties period,
renowned for his Arhat paintings. An Ode to the Eighteen Great Arbats (- \ I §EEERE)
by Su Shi of the Northern Song, for instance, was inspired by The Eighteen Great Arbats by
Zhang Xuan, Over time, the title of this painting and the ode became popularly known,
and Wang Shi Zen later added his own hymn. These three people were subsequently
included in the historical figure section of Sancaitubui (Collected Tlustrations of the Three

Realms), and the woodcut print of Zhang Xuan's portrait of the eighteen Arhats became an

* Daecheong ho Art Museum, Curator
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authoritative model for Arhat paintings of the ensuing centuries.

The Sixteen Arbats housed in Pagyesa Temple was a late Joseon Buddhist painting
(19th century), modeled on the Arhat portrait contained in Sancaitubui. This painting not
only borrows the iconographic elements of the original work, but also transcribes the ode
and hymn accompanying it, to the letter. Joseon Arhat paintings are generally not complete
reproductions of their Chinese originals, only echoing some aspects of them. In this
regard, The Sixteen Arbats of Pagyesa Temple constitutes a rarity among Joseon Buddhist
paintings on the same theme. Although nothing is known about the intention of its author,
The Sixteen Arbats of Pagyesa Temple is likely to have been based on a reproduction of
The Eight Great Arbats of Zhang Xuan. This painting, inspired by Su Shi's ode and other
chronicles and legends on the lives of ancient monks, has the following iconographic
characteristics:

First, this work bears great testimony to late Joseon painters outstanding capacity in
iconographic interpretation, rich expressivity and originality. Attempts at creative
transformation of iconographic elements in the original are made, even if far from obvious
or bold. Meanwhile, an active integration of landscape elements into the portrait attests to
the confidence of its author as an artist. Second, the religious universe expressed in this
portrait of the Sixteen Arhats is highly complex. The Arhats, disciples of Buddha and
seekers of enlightenment, endowed with supernatural powers, are portrayed in this
painting not just within a strictly Buddhist context. They share aspects of Taoist immortals,
echo the sublime state of elderly monks who have reached enlightenment, and even show
some of the mundane prestige of ruling—class members. In the scene where Buddhist idols
are prominently featured, the ideal of aloofness from mundane extravagance is expressed,
along with seemingly opposite reminders of social hierarchy, and authority and privileges
deriving from high social stations. This aspect is especially salient in the portrayal of Arhats
in which all elements including human figures, attendants, landscape and situational
elements are organized around the Arhats, Third, iconographic sources of the Arhats
portrayed in this painting appear highly varied. The main sources, however, seem to have
been Nadimitravadana (Chin. Fa Zhuji: Kor. Beopjuji) and other legends and chronicles

on the lives of illustrious ancient monks, These legends often portray old monks who
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wander around across the country to guide and enlighten sentient beings, as having
supernatural abilities like the Arhats and extraordinary or grotesque appearances also like
the Arhats, Teachings and sayings by these legendary monks, therefore, are likely to have
contributed to the iconography of Arhats in this painting, perhaps as importantly as the

stylistic legacy from Buddhist paintings of preceding generations.
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