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Abstract

A Study on the “Image of Buddha Amitabha with Fifty Bodhisattvas™
Focusing on Examples from Sichuan Region in China

Kim Eun-ah*

The “Image of Buddha Amitabha with fifty Bodhisattvas” is based on a legend that
Wautong bodhisattva at Kukkutarama Monastery in India asked the Buddha Amitabha to
provide an earthly image of himself for the sake of living beings in the world of suffering
who wished to be reborn in the Pure Land. Carvings of the image produced during the Tang
dynasty(618-907) are composed of the Buddha Amitabha seated in the center and surrounded
by bodhisattvas sitting in various positions on lotus flowers, which are all connected to the
same stem. Many carvings depicting the image were produced in the Sichuan region during
the early and high Tang periods. Given that the earliest carving exists in the region, and that
the image was consistently produced in the same province, examining the development and
background of the Sichuan carvings is vitalin our understanding of the icon.

By examining the images, this study confirms the following facts. First, a number of
carvings created during the early Tang survive in Sichuan region. They include the one
from the niche no. 3 at Qianfo Cliff of Mt. Wolong in Zitong County(dated to 634 C.E.), the
earliest extant carving, and those in niche no. 19 at Bishui Temple in Mianyang(627-649) and

at Qianfo Cliff in Tongjiang County, Bazhong(663). Second, while the same image made in

* Chungnam National University
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Dunhuang and Longmen Caves changed from the early Tang by combining with images of the
Western Paradise or other images, carvings in the Sichuan region display such changes only
after the high Tang period.

I argue in this paper that the reason why such carvings remained popular and were
continuously produced in Sichuan in the early Tang period is related to the complex social
and political conditions during the Sui-Tang transition, which made Sichuan region more
stable than Chang'an in the production of Buddhist images based on records from Xu gaoseng
zhuan($8181%) and Da Tang da Ci'ensi sanzang fashi zhuan(OK & k35 B 35 = i 0{4). T also
pointed out that the relatively late application of the Image of Buddha Amitabha with fifty
Bodhisattvas to the representations of Western Paradise lies in the isolated and independent
nature of Buddhist culture of the Sichuanregion.

Finally, I consider the significance of the mountain motifs in the Image of Buddha
Amitabha with fifty Bodhisattvas. I emphasize that the mountain images found in early
Tang works in Sichuan region such as those of Qianfo Cliff at Mt. Wolong and Bishui Temple
in Mianyang are an effective motif for dramatic expression of the legend. I also suggest
that this was an important motif that maximized the religious practices of guanxing(#i17
, contemplation) and jianfo(Fif#;, seeing the Buddha) based on the biography of Huihai in
Xu gaoseng zhuan. I propose that the Image of Buddha Amitabha with fifty Bodhisattvas
combined with otherimages at Longmen Caves can be understood when approached from this
religious angle. Meanwhile, the emphasis in the Amitabha cult envisioned by Zhiyi, Shandao
and Huiri changed from jianfo to guanxing, which is necessary to the reborn in the Western
Paradise after the high Tang. I suggest that due to this change in the cult the Image of Buddha
Amitabha with fifty Bodhisattvas came to be combined with images of the Western Paradise

and gradually disappeared along with the mountain motifs.
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