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Abstract

Arrangement and Functions of Buddhist Paintings in Main Halls of
Buddhist Temples in Joseon Dynasty:

With a Focus on the Formation of Three Ritual Altars and Installation of Buddhist Paintings

Jeong Myounghee *

This study examined the formation of three ritual altars and changes in hanging
Buddhist paintings with a focus on the Joseon-era practice of setting up three ritual altars
in the main halls of Buddhist temples. The arrangement of main halls in Joseon-dynasty
temples, which were filled with Buddhist paintings, has been disparaged as symbolizing the
laxity of Buddhist faith or as simple-minded pursuit of meritorious retribution. However,
considering that temples with a different name for the hall maintain a similar composition
regarding Buddhist paintings, it is evident that a common perception existed in regard to the
essential composition of paintings that were to be enshrined within the main halls.

This paper highlights the relevance of Buddhist paintings displayed in the main halls
of Buddhist temples with reference to main literature sources including compilations of
Buddhist rituals published between the 15" and 19" centuries and ritual eulogies in literary
works of monks. The diverse range of Buddhist cultures across East Asia shared ritual
procedures due to the dissemination of ritual compilation books, but the development of
temple facilities and mediums took a different path in Joseon from those of China and Japan.
Instead of building an exclusive space for rituals as was the custom in China with “the water-
and-land ritual halls (ZKFE%),” Buddhist temples in Joseon generally used the main hall of

Buddhist temples for rituals and thereby prepared the three ritual altars to perform rituals

* Curator, National Museum of Korea
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within the hall.

The basic structure of Buddhist rituals, which were completed through offerings and
banquets for each of the three ritual altars, can be identified in records dating back to the early
Joseon dynasty, and the rituals for the three platforms have influenced the arrangement and
composition of Buddhist paintings. As the three ritual altars were prepared as a permanent
installation within the hall, the paintings hung inside were each referred to as “upper-altar
painting,” “middle-altar painting,” and “lower-altar painting,” instead of being named based
on the themes depicted. Arranging the paintings according to the three-platform structure
was one of the consistent principles that defined the composition of Buddhist paintings
within the main hall.

Meanwhile, changes began to appear to the themes of Buddhist paintings referred to as
middle-altar paintings depending on the period. Records show that paintings of the Three-
Matrix Bodhisattvas (i “hEl#) were produced for the middle altar in the 16th century,
while paintings of Ksitigarbha and the Ten Kings of Hell (5% - T:Ji#l) began to be enshrined
at the middle-altar in the 18th century. In the late 19th century, paintings of Guardian
Deities (i) were used as middle-altar paintings, which is deeply related to the fact that
the worship of the Guardian Deities was recorded as a ritual held at the middle altar in the
Jakbeop gwigwam (fE1L5EHE), a guidebook for Buddhist ceremonies produced in 1826.

Lower altars, which were established in dedication to dead souls, featured Buddhist
paintings depicting sacred images imbued with the ability to save souls or featuring scenes
of salvation. As the base of the Confucian ritual system became expanded and Confucian
ancestral rites spread, this resulted in greater demand for rituals held by individuals.
Buddhist ritual procedures also became more organized, and appendices on ritual books
included information on setting up a lower altar and the arrangement of ritual vessels for
the altar. The procedures of establishing a lower altar in main halls, instead of in existing
Myeongbujeon halls, and enshrining Nectar Ritual Paintings (1 /i#) in the halls to utilize
the space for private rituals or Cheondojae rituals emerged in the late 16™ century and became
the norm in the 18" century. Buddhist rituals also came to accommodate and strengthened
procedures from Confucian ancestral rites to emphasize ancestral worship rituals, in the

process of which Buddhist paintings served key functions.
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An aspect that particularly distinguishes Joseon from Japan and China is that the three-
altar paintings were enshrined in main Buddhist shrines to meet various ritual-related
demands, thereby maximizing their ritualistic functionality. A close look at the relationships
between main halls as architectural spaces and rituals conducted inside the halls, as well
as the themes and arrangements of enshrined Buddhist paintings, allows insight into the
various aspects of Buddhist culture during the Joseon dynasty. Although examining the
ritual functions of Buddhist paintings has not been previously discussed in the existing
methodology of art history studies, it may assist with establishing an understanding of
aspects that cannot be explained by iconographic interpretation based on Buddhist scriptures

or by methodology based on stylistic development.
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