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Abstract

A Study of the Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva Statues in the Early
Joseon Period

Yoo Dae-ho *

This study focuses on the form and characteristic features of the Ksitigarbha
Bodhisattva Statues made during the early Joseon Period (1392-1910) and the cause and
background of the bodhisattva's position changed from an attendant in the Amitabha Buddha
Triad to the ruler of the Buddhist underworld. Among the early Joseon Ksitigarbha statues,
those wearing headcloth display an influence from the tradition of late Goryeo icons in terms
of symbolic hand gesture, the way of getting dressed, and postures. The headcloths became
more voluminous, probably reflecting the tendency of the period. Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva
appeared as a monk during the early Joseon Period with the sacred symbolic objects
representing his virtue, such as Khakkhara and Cintamani.

Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva appears as one of the four types, as a solo figure, one of the
attendants of Amitabha Buddha Triad, companion to Avalokite§vara Ksitigarbha, or the
ruler of the underworld guarded by a throng of Buddhist deities including the Ten Kings. It
is generally agreed that his transformation from an acolyte of Amitabha Buddha Triad to the
principal being of the Buddhist Underworld began in the 16th century.

The change made in the Ksitigarbha's position in the Buddhist pantheon is related with
the popularity of Jabidoryang chambeop (Principles of Repentance at the House of Mercy)
and Jijang Bosal Bonwongyeong(The Ksitigarbha Pranidahaha Sutra) in the period between
late Goryeo and early Joseon. Jabidoryang chambeop (Principles of Repentance at the House

of Mercy) published widely between late Goryeo and early Joseon is focused on the important

* Department of Cultural Affairs, Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism Headquarters
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role of the Boundless Body Bodhisattva (i.e. Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva) in the circulation of
the bodhisattva's Repentance. The scripture is known to have played a key role in combining
Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva and Ksitigarbha. Meanwhile, The Jijang Bosal Bonwongyeong
which was widely published and circulated during the early Joseon Period stresses the role of
the Bodhisattva as a ruler of the underworld and the savior of those suffering in hell. The new
tendency eventually led to the establishment of the Hall of the Underworld as an independent
place of worship and creation of a variety of subterranean deities made to assist Ksitigarbha

Bodhisattva.
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