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Abstract

A Study on the Buddhist Sculpture Made during the Reign of
King Gyeongmun, Late Silla

Lim Young-ae *

According to historical records, Silla produced six Buddhist statues during a period of
fifteen years when it was under the rule of King Gyeongmun (r. 861-875). The number is quite
significant considering that the kingdom's Buddhist statues carrying clear production dates
are very rare. Interestingly, five of these are of Vairocana Buddha while the identity of the
remaining one, an sixteen feet iron buddha enshrined in Allaksa Temple, is yet to be known.
Unfortunately, three of the statues are not known of their whereabouts. Apart from them,
there are currently several tens of Vairocana Buddha images which are believed to have been
made during the period when Silla was ruled by King Gyeongmun and his predecessor King
Heonan (r. 857-861). This study is focused on the unanswered question why Silla people of the
period were so eagerly attracted to Vairocana Buddha image.

The dominant view of the Buddhist art during the late Silla Period has been that the
emergence of powerful regional warlords of the period weakened the power of the central
government and grew into a new patron for the development of Buddhist art, helping it freed
from the influence of the Silla capital Gyeongju and more focus on the diversity of regional
traditions. The view, however, cannot explain the fact that the Buddhist artists of Silla under
the King Gyeongmun's rule were more closely related with the royal family than regional
warlords and interested in worshipping Vairocana Buddha image regardless of the schools

they belonged to. By the same token, the statues were made not just for the worshippers in the

* Department of Cultural Assets, Gyeongju University
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regions but for those in the capital. Capital but for those outside it.

The widespread worship of Vairocana Buddha image during the reign of King
Gyeongmun was related with the diminished royal authority he had to suffer as a successor
from the line of King Wonseong during the late Silla Period. Coming to power as the
King Heonan's son-in-law, he needed to strengthen the power of the central government
and actively sought cooperation with influential Zen monks outside the capital for a more
efficient rule of the regions and supported Buddhism to ensure stability and legitimacy
of the royal family he headed. The King Gyeongmun's policy greatly contributed to the
spread of Zen Buddhism and the appearance of large Zen monasteries and temples. These
communities of Zen Buddhism were consisted of several hundred, even thousand, monks
whose labor played a crucial role in carrying out large-scale religious projects such as
the production of giant iron statues. As for the Buddha statues, Vairocan Buddha image
was preferred largely because his symbolism would better justify the King Gyeongmun's
autocratic rule. While not all the Buddhist statues of the period were made under the
patronage of the royal family, it is clear that the King Gyeongmun's sponsorship played a
crucial role in the development of Buddhist art during the late Silla Period. That is why we
can conclude that King Gyeongmun was the last Silla ruler who flourished the Buddhist art

of Silla.
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