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Abstract

A study of Prajna Dragon Boat paintings in the later Joseon
Dynasty

Kim Ji-yeon *

Prajna Dragon Boat paintings(f%[ | [ /fiil&]) are paintings that portray a multitude of
people crossing the sea of life and death to the Buddhist Paradise. They are usually kept in the
Main Hall or the Amitabha Buddha Hall of a temple, or else they decorate the outer walls of
temple buildings.

These paintings are based on the belief that there is a Prajna Boat(Ji% ¢/}, a sailing
ship that connects the real world with Paradise and takes people to Paradise after their
death. Later, the concept was created of a dragon(#t) that protects ships(jiff), Dharma, and
Buddhists, thus Prajna Dragon Boat. The ships came to be thought as the most universal way
of reaching Paradise. The term first appeared in Korea during the Goryeo Period, when the
concept exerted an influence on the images portrayed in Buddhist paintings.

This study examined the styles and shapes of 24 Prajna Dragon Boat paintings made
during the Joseon period, with a focus on how the pictures started and spread during late
Joseon. The rulers of the time adopted a policy of suppressing Buddhism and encouraging
Confucianism. To survive, Buddhist monks strived to win the hearts of ordinary people and
as a result, the popular base of Buddhism came to be broadened. People clung to Buddhism,
believing that as good Buddhists they could live in the Pure Land of the Paradise after their
death. They believed that Buddhism would bring blessings and might even do something
magical for them. This state of affairs formed the background to the production of the

paintings during the Joseon period.

* Phd Candidate in Art History, University of Wonkwang.
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Prajna Dragon Boat paintings chimed with the popular religious outlook and came to
have uniquely Korean characteristics during the Joseon period. The image of the Amitabha
Buddha(B5FEfi) statue emerged as an important feature of the paintings together with
the ships and people praying to Buddha, all in connection with people’s wish to live another
life in Paradise. Combined with a strong belief in Amitabha Buddha, the popularity of
the paintings spread, sharing common ground with the practice of praying to Amitabha,
funerary rituals, and Buddhist literature. They tended to be closely associated with blessings
and with prayers for preventing disasters.

Paintings of the later Joseon period inherited the style of those created during
early Joseon, and stressed the importance of saving people from suffering together with
Bodhisattva Leading the Way and Ksitigarbha(the Bodhisattva of suffering). Their portrayal
of ferryboats as Prajna Dragon Boats presents a more comprehensive view than those painted
during early Joseon in terms of who was to be saved and how this would be achieved. During
late Joseon, the paintings were kept in or used as wall ornaments in temples, which indicates
that their functions extended to become objects of worship, articles for the decoration and
protection of temples, and a means of enlightening the Buddhist faithful.

To summarize, Prajna Dragon Boat paintings are Buddhist paintings that portrayed
the wish to be reborn in Buddhist Paradise after death. During the late Joseon period,
many of these paintings were produced amid widespread practices such as praying to
Amitabha and funerary rituals. The paintings shared common ground with the practice
of repeatedly calling the sacred name of Amitabha. Their popularity developed as they
became a visualization of Mahayanist Buddhism through an emphasis on the rebirth of a
great multitude of people in Paradise. It is thought that, during late Joseon, Prajna Dragon
Boat paintings spread as a result of their reflecting people’s religious views and social status,
including the active participation of ordinary people in Buddhist affairs. Accordingly, they
are significant in that they portray the belief of Buddhist followers in another life in Paradise

dependent on their prayers to Amitabha.
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