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Abstract

Implication of the Seated Gilt-Bronze Vairocana Buddha
and the Seated Gilt-Bronze Amitabha Buddha of Bulguksa Temple

Chung, Jinyoung”

The seated gilt-bronze Vairocana Buddha and the seated gilt-bronze Amitabha Buddha
of Bulguksa Temple are a unique combination as a pair. They both have peculiar mudras using
opposite sides of their hands in contrast to the conventional hand gesture: holding the right index
finger instead of the left for the Vairocana Buddha or raising the left hand instead of the right for
the Amitabha Buddha. This not only differentiates them from other contemporaneous Buddhist
statues but also represents the uniqueness of Buddhist art history in Korea. However, there have not
been many studies about them, and their production date is a point of argument among researchers.

This article obtains two objectives. After first reviewing their production dates, I examined
thembased on why the Vairocana Buddha statue and the Amitabha Buddha were paired up and why
this peculiariconography emerged, based on the religious thoughts.

I conclude that their production period is from the mid- to late 9" century. This is not only
because they are similar in style—physical proportion similar to an elongated isosceles triangle,
volumes of the face, exaggerated features on face, and the reversed hand gesture—to the Buddhist
statues from the 9" century but also because the peculiarity of being a Vairocana Buddha, which is
connected to the royalsand enshrined in their capital (Gyeongju), cannot coexist with the Hwaeom
thought of the Uisang lineage. As widely known, Buddhism in the Unified Silla period shifted
from Beopsang (Ch. Faxiang, Sk. Yogacira) School to Hwaeom (Ch. Huayan) School in the 8®

* M.A.,EwahEwha Woman's University
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century during King Gyeongdeok’s reign. However, it was much later when the Vairocana Buddha
iconography became one of the popular visual representations. In particular, the Vairocana Buddha
statue related to the Silla royals was first produced in the mid- to late 9 century after a gap of one
hundred years. Moreover, the statue of Vairocana Buddha enshrined in the capital first appeared a
bit later, in 861, at the Sungboksa Temple. This timely gap is easily understood by the fact that the
Hwaeom School of the Uisang lineage, which was a leading school of Hwaeom, enjoyed peerless
authority and also maintained a close relationship with the palace. In other words, even though
Uisang himselffollowed Hwaeom thought, he actually enshrined the Amitabha Buddha statue with
the bhumisparsha mudra to the Buseoksa Temple, which was given royal patronage, and he never
turned his back on the west, which signified his reserved attitude toward the Amitabha Buddha.
This implies that, as long as he was active, at least until the mid-9" century, his preference for the
Amitabha Buddha would have been kept, resulting in enshrining not only Vairocana Buddha but
also Amitabha in temples oriented to the Hwaeom School.

If so, how can one explain the rather peculiar combination of the Vairocana Buddha and the
Amitabha Buddha? It would be necessary to review the characteristics of Hwaeom thought in
detail when these two statues were sculpted in the 9" century. Circumstances, such as the rise of the
Seon (or Zen), political turmoil toward the end of the Unified Silla period, and mannerisms among
the monks of the Hwaeom School, required inevitable changes in the Hwaeom School. Rather
than maintaining a remote relationship with the public, the monks of the Hwaeom School started
suggesting a realistic way of practicing the religious thoughts for whoever wanted to pursue them.
I therefore focus on the expanding influence of the Haeinsa Temple toward becoming a central
temple of the Hwaeom at the end of the 9" century and the important role it played regarding this
change. I also argue that the following two publications, which were distributed from Haeinsa
Temple, show compelling evidence for such a change. The first is the forty-fascicles Avatamsaka
Sitra, which wasintroduced to Koreain 799 by Beomsu, amonk who had been studied under Tang;
and the otheris Treatise on the Avatamsaka Siitra by Jinggwan. Both texts are pertinent to Hwaeom.
However, ironically, they both emphasize not only one’s rebirth to the Western Pure Land but also
the fact that the Western Pure Land is no different from the Land of the Lotus Flower of Vairocana.
Consequently, the detailed method of practice proposed by the 9* century’s Hwaeom equals to the
Amitabha faith: “By chanting Amitabha’s name, one will be reborn in the Western Pure Land.” The

two statuesin Bulguksa, therefore, are visual representations of this thought.
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