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Abstract

Vimalakirti and Mafijusri Bodhisattva from Vimalakirtinirdesa:
the Mundane World and the Otherworldliness in
the Person of Non-duality

Lim Young-ae *

Renunciation of the secular life to become a monk in Buddhism is an act that is contrary
to the preservation of one’s body and duty of looking after one’s parents. According the
idea of filial piety in Confucianism, tonsure is the equivalent of rejecting to look after one’s
parents as well as damaging one’s body, an immoral decision to cut off one’s bloodline. The
main character of the section “Daeseong’s Filial Piety for His Parents in Past and Present
Life” in the Samguk yusa, Kim Dae-seong was a devout Buddhist. He renounced secular
life, yet he never forgot to support his parents. He also practiced good deeds in religious
terms, and repaid what he owed to his parents who had raised him. In the record, Kim was
depicted as the ultimate embodiment of filial piety. As the record reads, “He (Kim Dae-
seong) served his parents in the two worlds, an act that has never been heard of before”; it
was extremely rare to be devoted to one’s parents both in the present and past world. Iryeon
took the anecdote about Kim as an exemplar of filial piety. For Kim Dae-seong, who wished
to solve the conflict between secular ethics (filial duty) and religious faith (good deeds) and
seek harmony between them, the most ideal figure may have been Vimalakirti from the
Vimalakirtinirdesa-sitra(The holy teachings of Vimalakirti). Vimalakirti remained in the
secular world while reaching the highest level surpassing that of bodhisattvas, considered to
hold the greatest level of wisdom as well as other Buddhist monks. Vimalakirti was the one

who demonstrated that the secular and non-secular world are no different—the teaching of

* Associate professor, Gyeongju University
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non-duality. For these reasons, the statues of Vimalakirti and the bodhisattva Mafijus$ri may
have been installed at the important location of the Seokguram grotto.

As much as filial piety was important to the people of Silla, the scene of Vimalakirti and
the bodhisattva Manjusrt having a conversation was an important subject matter beloved by
Buddhist families, in particular Silla’s ruling class. As much as filial duty was an important
concept in the construction of the Seokguram grotto, its chief designer chose Vimalakirti.
The reason why the statues of Vimalakirti and Mafjusri are at the Buddhist tabernacles
on each side of the Seokguram Buddha was to remind the viewer of the importance of
Vimalakirtinirdesa-siitra as well as to emphasize transcending the division between monk
and lay people and the ideal of non-duality. Moreover, the teachings of non-duality of
Vimalakirti—the secular world and the Buddha land are no different—was in collusion with
Silla’s wish to build the Buddha land in the secular world, to cleanse the world and the land,

and in the end, to render the Silla as a land for Buddha.
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