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Abstract

Consecration of Buddhist Images in the Goryeo Period

Lee Seunghye *

In Korean Buddhist art, the term bokjang refers to both the ritual of image consecration
and objects enshrined within inner recesses of Buddhist images during the ritual. Stored
inside the images and thus not visible from the exterior, the enshrined objects provide an
opportunity to examine the perception of Buddhist images, which is not easy to grasp by
examining the appearance of or textual records of the images alone. The composition of
the bokjang items, which centers on the ‘five vases, differentiates the Korean consecration
ritual from those practiced in other parts of Buddhist Asia. It is different from the Gandharan
practice of installing a relic inside the usnisa of a Buddha image in an attempt to transform
the latter into a legitimate object of worship. It is also different from that of China, during
which models of internal organs were enshrined within inner recesses of Buddhist images to
infuse them with the qualities of the human body. Previous studies have pointed out that the
distinctive composition of the bokjang items is based upon Josang gyeong, or the Scripture
on Making Buddha Images, a ritual manual of Korean origin that was codified in the Joseon
Dynasty.

The present study argues that the core of the image consecration ritual in Korea, which
persists to date, dates back to no later than the 12 to 13* century during the mid Goryeo
period, and was formed by appropriating the abhiseka ritual for an Esoteric Buddhist
practitioner. It comparatively examines textual records from the late Goryeo period, the

bokjang items yielded from Buddhist images dating from the mid and late Goryeo period and

* Assistant Curator, Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art
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Myogilsang pyeongdeung bimil choesang gwanmun daegyowang gyeong, or the Scripture
of Triumphant Meditation of Secrets of the Auspicious Sameness, Great King of Tantras
(T1192), which is cited in various editions of Scripture on Making Buddha Images published
in the Joseon Dynasty. The Scripture of Triumphant Meditation was translated into Chinese
by the monk Cixian, who hailed from Magadha in central India and worked under imperial
support during the reigns of Emperor Xingzong and Emperor Daozong of the Liao Dynasty.
Soon after its translation in the 1060s, it was well-received by the Liao Buddhist, offering
scriptural basis for new iconographical motifs appearing on Buddhist pagodas built in
the Inner Mongolia and the western part of the present-day Liaoning Province. My study
suggests that this scripture, which is not included in the Tripitaka Koreana, was introduced
to Goryeo from the Liao around the late 11" to early 12" century, when vigorous cultural
interactions were made between the two states through exchanges of Buddhist texts.

Goryeo Buddhists appropriated the consecration with water of the five vases prescribed
in the first fascicle of the Scripture of Triumphant Meditation to create their own image
consecration ritual. The five vases, given spiritual power through acaryas’ ritual behaviors,
were originally ritual implements meant to be used to pour water on the head of an Esoteric
Buddhist practitioner during the abhiseka. However, Goryeo Buddhists placed the five
vases made by acaryas through complex ritual procedures within the Buddhist image, which
was then sealed eternally. This ritual action has the symbolic meaning of transforming the
empty inner space of the Buddha image into a sealed space empowered with the Buddha’s
grace and virtues. The microcosm of the image is thus made to correspond to the macrocosm
of the Buddha through the enshrinement of the five vases symbolizing the five directional
Buddhas of the Diamond Realm within the image. This is a case in which one of central
tenets of Esoteric Buddhism, the unification of the practitioner and the Buddha through ritual

practices, is appropriated in the making of Buddhist images.
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