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Abstract

The Iconography and Significance of Motifs on Goryeo Bronze
Mirrors with the Inscription of Hwangbichangcheon

Jung Soo-hee *

The Hwangbichangcheon mirror refers to a type of bronze mirrors inscribed with the
phrase( 45K, “superbly dazzling and flourishing sky”) and a motif of a large vessel
with people sailing through the rough sea full of creatures like a dragon, makara, and large
fish. Seventy-one mirrors of this type are extant, and they are classified into three groups
1) mirrors featuring the sea, a vessel, fish, and dragon, which were made by melting bronze
mirrors from China and molding them; 2) those adorned with the sun, moon, sea, a vessel,
fish, and dragon; and 3) those with only the inscription but no design.

An analysis of associated relics and comparisons with the design of other contemporary
artefacts indicate that these bronze mirrors were produced and gained popularity during the
late 11th and 12th centuries. The motifs on hwangbichangcheon mirrors presumably depict
the ancient story of a merchant who bravely went to the sea in search of treasures. He came
across obstacles in the process, yet he was able to overcome them with the aid of Buddha, a
story found in a variety of Buddhist scriptures. Especially, the Mahapratisara Vidya Dharant
(KBERPEREEAS) gives a detailed description of sea monsters that caused perils of the sea as
well as describes a scene of overcoming the perils and being saved from them. It is significant
that the hiwangbichangcheon mirror motif and the story match exactly. For example, the sea
and a vessel-the main motifs on the mirrors-or sea monsters such as a dragon, makara, and a
large fish exactly coincide with the content of the scripture. These symbolize calamity on the

sea, and the inscription of hwangbichangcheon is presumed to represent the moment when all

*  Assistant curator, Busan Museum
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the calamities disappear as the image of the Mahapratisara Vidya Dharani hangs high above
the mast and sheds light around the world thanks to the power of the dharani.

During the 11th and 12th centuries, when hwangbichangcheon mirrors were produced,
sea vessels were widely used for foreign envoy travel, economic exchange, and transportation
of taxes, which led to more frequent maritime and river transportation with high risk of
dangerous accidents. Relevant records have confirmed that simple ceremonies were held
in order to drive away bad luck that might befall a vessel that was in danger during its
journey. There are also records of Buddhist rituals and events in which people read Buddhist
scriptures or threw bronze mirrors or scriptures into the sea as a wish for safe sailing.

Hwangbichangcheon mirrors are representative Goryeo artefacts that are presumed to
symbolize the kingdom’s vigorous maritime activities. As a wish for safe sailing, the mirrors
may have been hung on a mast or thrown into the sea at a ceremony for Buddha and the sea
god in times of hardship. In particular, the mirror with the sun and moon motifs, which is the
most representative Goryeo bronze mirror, is large, exceeding 24 centimeters in diameter,
and highly prominent with its delicate design. This mirror also has the inscription si-wang.
Perhaps this is a new kind of mirror produced in Goryeo for a Buddhist ritual wishing for safe

sailing and salvation for the souls who died at sea.
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