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Abstract

A Seated Wooden Buddha Triad at Donghwasa in Suncheon
and Monk Sculptor Gyechan

Choi Sun Il *

This paper studies the Buddhist monk Gyechan, who sculpted a seated wooden Buddha
triad at Donghwasa in Suncheon, South Jeolla Province. This triad was first examined at the
request of the temple in August 2011, and the research on the type of wood used for the triad
and the year of production led to a subsequent investigation of the Buddhist relics contained
in the statue, including a letter of prayer, and the dedicative inscription on the pedestal,
which helped to establish the research standards on triad Buddha statues from the late Joseon
Dynasty.

The letter of prayer in particular illustrates that it took two and a half months to
complete the triad, from the 4th lunar month to the 6th lunar month of 1657, and that several
sculptors including Gyechan and Ingye participated in the production process. Gyechan
also collaborated with other monk-sculptors for several more Buddha images: a Buddha in
the Hall of the Nether World at Yongyeonsa in Dalseong with the monk Eunghye in 1643;
a seated wooden Amitabha Buddha and a seated wooden Mahasthamaprapta bodhisattva
at Sudoam of Cheoneunsa in Gurye with Monk Seungil in 1646; a seated wooden
Avalokite$vara bodhisattva at Buljisa in Gunsan with Monk Eunghye in 1647; a seated
wooden Buddha triad at Jeongsusa in Gangjin with Monk Seungil in 1648; and a Buddha at
Eunjeongdae in Jinju with Monk Eunghye in 1651. Monk Gyechan was the leading sculptor
in producing a seated wooden Buddha triad in the main hall of Donghwasa in Suncheon in

1657 and a seated wooden Amitabha Buddha triad at Baekyangsa in Jangseong in 1671 with

* Member, Evaluation Committee of Cultural Heritage Administration
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Monk Eunghye. This is the first time that a statue made by Gyechan as the leading monk was
discovered.

The central Buddha, Sakyamuni, is a medium-sized wooden statue with the height of
115 centimeters. The upper body of the statue inclines forward with a slight tilt. The round
beads of the Buddha’s curly hair and the protrusion on the head are separated with an unclear
border, while the forehead adorns a semicircular central jewel, and on the top of the head is
a cylindrical jewel with a round, short top. On its oval face are narrowed eyes with a slight
upward slant, a plain cylindrical nose, and faintly smiling mouth. The statue has three near-
straight lines of wrinkles on its neck. The robe drapes from the right shoulder in a gentle
curve from below the neck to the elbow, passing the belly towards the left shoulder. The rest
of the robe covers the lower body, with a strand gently stretching under the belly and two
strands folded towards the bottom right side. The opposite side of the robe drapes in three
strands as if to create a symmetrical effect. The undergarment on the chest is horizontally
folded on the upper part to make a round shape on the front. The right hand is placed on the
lap, striking the pose for the hand seal of touching the earth, or the subjugation of evil, while
the left hand is on the lap with the thumb touching the middle finger. Among many different
Buddhist statues of late Joseon with a specified year of production, the said gesture is seen
only on statues of the Sakyamuni Buddha. The attendant Buddha statues on both sides of the
main Buddha give a different impression on the shape of face and features, and the robes on
their shoulders droop in a semicircle and U-curved shape.

This study finds that Gyechan belongs to the genealogy of great monk sculptors in the
early- and mid-17th century, which began with Hyeonjin (-1612-1637-) and continued through
Seungil (-1622-1670-), Eunghye (-1639-1678-), Gyechan (-1643-1671-), and Ingye (-1651-1714-)
to Samin (-1657-1689-).
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