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A Study on Shilla Buddhist Fables

Hwang, Pae-kang

Buddhist fables used as a means of civil education belong to the narrative literature,
.created for the purpose of arousing the spirit of Sarana (conversion) in the minds of
people by describing the true ‘image of Buddha’ through interesting stories. These
faﬁlss, forming the image of - Buddha by means of vivid expressions of language,
are characterized as a more directive, convenient and persuative means of civil
education than others. They are also understood as the most rational way of approach-~
ing the true story of Buddha from the shallow point to the deep point. Sakyamuni
(Bm#)2) Himself had shown an example of using Buddhist fables. Among His
numerous p;‘eachings, a considerable number of them contained narrative elements.
Metaphoric stories which were the characteristic feature of His preachings themselves
constituted excellent fables. He communicated the deep truth of Buddhism through a
beautiful narrative form. Whenever He feels necessary for his preachings, He chose
almost anything in the world as His story subjects: He also altered the story-telling
method according to the subject, time and place. S@kyamuni was not only a great
preacher but also a great storyteller. Also narrative are the forms of the six
attainments (7XEEE, 6 sung-chwi) which are uniformly used in Buddhist Sutras. We
have to pay attention to the fact that the majority of Buddhist preachings are fables
and have the narrative form.

Sakyamuni had indicated early that every tribe could communicate Buddha’s
teachings in Sakanirutti (its own language), which means that each tribe can have its
own Buddhist fables described with as well as told by its own language. In other
words, each race can possess and express Buddhist fables with its own form and
content.

The Shilla Buddhist fables are closely related to the process of accomodating the
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heterogeneous ideological elements of Buddhism by the sovereign society of Shilla. In
other words, Buddhism had to compromise with the traditional thoughts in order to

spread its root in Shilla society. The elements which could not be compromised easily,
however, had to struggle to be accepted by the society. In short, Buddhism intro-
duced into Shilla was reconstructed as the ‘Shilla Buddhisfn‘. Accordingly, Shilla
came to have its own unique Buddhist fables different from those in ‘Chunchook’ (E
#x, India) and ‘Chintarn’ (BB, China). They do not of course differ from each
other in their goals to form the true image of Buddha. The development of Shilla’s
unique Buddhist fables was made possible by its historical and social environment in
which Shilla Buddhism could prosper since its introduction. This did not, however,
necessarily provide a favorable situation for the development of Buddhist fables. It is
a general tendency for Buddhist fables to lose their essence as they contain more
natijonalistic features.

We will begin our discussion on the matter under the assumption that there existed
both positive and negative sides for the development of Shilla Buddhist fables.

Most of the data for Shilla Buddhist fables are manuscripts constructed sometime
from oral tradition, and there are some inscribed on stone monuments. Besides, there
are some fragmentary materials connected with Buddhist temples and high priests,
which have been orally transmitted from Shilla as well as from the ancient Three
Kingdoms, but it is doubtful whether they can constitute genuine data for the present
study becuase of the possible quibble and fabrication of the later period. Thus, reliable
data are those included in manuscripts. However, we have to bear in mind that even
the manuscripts had been reconstructed from oral tradition by some writers in the
later period. Nevertheless the number of manuscripts which had been intentionally
reconstructed are not sufficient enough.

Korean manuscripts include Sam-Kook-Yoo-Sa (=), Sam-Koék»Sa—Kz‘ (=&
$it), Hae-Dong-Ko-Seung-Jun (J3EEZf@{H), various kinds of temple diaries and
local topographies, and so on; Chinese ones are Kao-Séng-Chuan (#{8#, by Hui-
Chiao #AZ in 519), Hs#-Kao-Séng-Chuan (%5 @{E, by Tao-Hsudn #E% in 645),
Sung-Kao-Séng-Chuan (RE1E{HE, by Tsan-Ning &% in 988), Shen-Seng- Chuan
(f@1%, by T ai-Tsung k3% of Ming 8§ in 1418), Ta-T” ang Hsi-Y4 Ch’ iu-Fa Kao-
Seng-Chuan (KEVEEREERBE, by I-Ching ## of T’ ang ), Hung-Tsan-Fa-
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Hua-Chuan (BL521:#EM, by Hui-Hsiang R of T’ ang ), Fa-Hua-Ching-Chuan-

Chi (B:¥iRQMIe, Séng-Hsiang f@% of T’ ang ), Shih-Men-Tzu-Ching-Lu (¥8F9

B $85%, by Huai-Hsin #{§ of T ang &), San-Pao-Kan-Ying-Yao-Lie-Lu (=%EME

Epgsk, Fei-Cho JE® of Sung k), and so on; Japanese ones are Honcho-Kosoden

AEE{@{E, by Siban (it in 1702), Genkosyakusyo (CHEE, by Siren Ei$ in

1322,) Togoku Kosoden (EE%fE{H, by Kyuin {kig in 1687), Nihon Reiiki (BAR

82, by Keikai 8|3 from 810-823), Konjyaku-Monogatari (4 E4)EE, by? from 1106

-1108), and so on.

Although it has been believed that among the 12 teaching methods (-—4+%%), which
classify the preaching methods of Buddha, Nidana, Itivuttaka, Jataka, Adbhuta-
dharma, and Apaddna are related to the narrative literature, these 12 teaching methods
do not adequately classify Buddhist fables, because they fundamentally classify the
forms and contents of Buddha’s preachings. Nor is adequate for the classification of
Buddhist fables the method of classifying the works on the lives of Buddhist monks
into 10 types. It seems that the classification in Sam-Kook-Yoo-Sa is adequate for
that of Buddhist fables, whose motives are the contents of the fables. We can classify
and investigate Shilla Buddhist fables in terms of their contents as follows:

1. Stories of Former Life (Itivuttaka) : By Showing various’ forms of thé six ways
of life cycle (Samsara EHfEMR#HE) which aré closely’ rélateéd to the deeds in the past
life, they tried to tell us that only through Buddha’s virtue we can understand
them. Furthermore, they reveal the law of causality: the fruit of good deeds and
the fruit of evil deeds. They also implicitly emphasized the morality of reproving
vice and rewarding virtue.

2. Miracle (Adbhutadharma) : They tried to provide the readers or the hearers of the
fables with deep religious impressions by telling mysterious things. As there is no
religion without miracles, nor are the religious fables without miraculous contents.
We may say that this is the nature of religious fables. This may again be considered
separately as.follows:

A. Superior Conduct of Buddhist Saint (Bodhisattva ¥jE) : They deal with various

kinds of superior conducts by a Great Buddhist Saint (Mahayana Bodhisattva &

FEfE) for the relief of himself and others.
B. Miracle and Magic : They treat miracles connected with Buddha(Avalokitesvara
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fi#, Maitreya 4y, Amitdbha Buddha [#§PE, and Buddha with the height of a
chang % and six chuk R), carved figures (high priests), sacred things (sari &
F|, Buddha’s bone, hair, nail and tooth), sacred relics (garment, bowl, stick),
sacred places (remains, Buddha’s present and future land), other symbolic things
(temple’s soy sauce, vessels, drums, bells, wooden gongs, flutes, stones with
Buddha’s foot-print, letters, belts, incense and tea), sacred trees (pipphala tree,
salavrksa tree, Avalokitesvara pine tree, saeo tree {Llf#ff, Samantabhadra tree,
hyukmok tree #fiA, paulownia tree, flowers of arrowroots, jupiter, and twin pine
trees), sacred grass (kusa Fi#x), and sacred birds (sacred falcon and bluebirds).
They also describe the spell(Dharani fE@)/E and sayings of Buddha) concerned
with Esoteric Buddhism and mysterious conducts of young evangelists, monks and
preachers. They include mysterious things happening in priests’ graves, chorus
(divine chorus and music), and other miraculous things.

3. Search for the Truth: They deal with the steps of searching for and acquiring the
truth. The best way of seeking the truth is egolessness which "is possible only
through the willingness of sharing everything with others. Monks’ trips to distant
China and India for the truth were described irn the beautiful narrative form.

4. Virtuous Deeds (Guna): They are the stories of virtuous deeds by pious people for
their present and future lives, which include invocations (Buddhanu-smrti), offerings
(Dana), sutras (Arsa), devotion. (Virya), observance of Buddhist commandments
(§ila), encouragement (that is, encouraging others to offer their properties to the
three refuges) and filial devotion.

Invocations: they emphasize virtuous deeds through the invocation of reciting
Buddha’s name as the easiest way of educating the people.

Offerings: They deal with not only giving away one’s material property to others
mercifully but also conveying the truth. They also emphasize ‘the observance of
the commandments through which no one has fear.

Sutras: As the stories connected with the Buddhist sutras, they emphasize as virtuous
deeds the duplication, translation and memorization of the sutras, and even the

transportation of the sutras on a horse back is considered as a virtuous deed.
Devotion: They show virtuous deeds of accepting virtue and abandoning evil in

ascetic practices. -
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Observance of the commandments: They indicate virtuous ‘deeds of keeping away
from evil by observing the commandments. '

Encouragement: They show virtuous deeds of encouraging others to offer their
material properties to the tri-ratna (=%, buddha, dharma and safgha), and
providing them with the motivation of entering Buddha’s land.

Filial Devotion: They deal with virtuous deeds of loving and obeying to their
parents in terms of the Buddhistic point of view. Rather than comfortableness
and material entertainment in this world, helping the parents acquire aspiration
for Buddhahood is regarded as the true filial affection.

5. Names: They are the stories on the origin of things whose names are related with
the fables.

6. Passing to the Next World: They deal with Nirvana, which is the Buddhist utopia :
Buddha’s land, together with the story of the death of a Buddhist saint or a high
priest. If Buddhist fables were always used as a means of civil education, the
highest educational goal may be achieved through the explanation of the aspects of
Nirvana., The strange story on the death of the high priest Dae-Duk (F#8) may
be regarded as the description of ‘Buddha’s immortality’.

Various forms of Buddhist fables which were classified into the six categories as
above ultimately try to show the complete and perfect image of Buddha. Since the
true image of Buddha is beyond verbal expression, each fable only describes one aspect
of Buddha. Although the perfect image of Buddha can never be described within a’
single fable alone, there is no doubt that this is the only way of approaching the
complete, perfect Buddha. ,

Inspite of their different motives and various forms, Shilla Buddhist fables developed
with the close relation with the historical fact—the independent achievement that the
Shilla society reached in the process of receiving the heterogeneous Buddhist culture.
The Shilla Buddhist fables differ from Buddhist fables in general, because they were
formed in close relation with Shilla’s reformulation and independent development of
Buddhist thoughts. Shilla people could unify religious ideas with national ideas by
harmonizing the differences between native thoughts and foreign ones in the process

of accepting Buddhism in the early period. During the Three Kingdom period, Shilla
needed the spiritual fulcrum for bringing national powers together, and thus looked
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for it in Buddhism. Nevertleless, the repulsive spirit of Shilla people toward the
foreign culture, that is, Buddhism, was much more stronger than that of either Koku-~
ryo(®E4)88) people or Baekje(7 ) people. When Shilla people realized that Buddhism
do not run counter to their ideology and that Buddhism could play the role of
their spiritual fulcrum, they rather actively accomodated and further systematized
Buddhism despite of its heterogeneous taste. They were able to establish Buddhism as
their own national religion by assimilating even those elements once they had loathed. .
This religious achievement was reflected on their Buddhist fables as well. It also
provided the fables with important motives. The independent achievements the Shilla
people reached in accomodating Buddhist culture were the idea of patriotic dragon god,
which was formed through the unification of its native dragon-worshiping idea with
Buddhist thought, Hwa-Rang ideology, which was developed with the religious and
spiritual background of Mi-Reuk (Maitreya) faith, the idea that Domg-Chuk(HZ
India in the east, i. e., Shilla) is the land of Buddha, and so on.

Shilla’s sovereign powers and political system were more and more stabilized and
systematized with its religious support. Furthermore, Buddhism had penetrated into
every aspect of common people’s daily life. Buddhism thus came to possess the ele-
ments of national patriotism rather than those of individual self-interest. Although
there were some differences in the method of approaching Buddhism between the
common people and the noble people, they showed harmony rather than friction.
The ordinary Buddhist monks devoting to the education of the common people were
not really different from the aristocratic Buddhist monks preaching Buddhism to
royal families and noble men.

Shilla not only make an effort to accept Buddhism and build its own independent
Buddhism, but also actively participated in spreading Buddhism into foreign countries
such as China and Japan.

Shilla was able to remain as the strongest among the Three Kingdoms, because it
was active in establishing its own independent national ideology by grasping the true
essence of Buddhism more than the other two.

Even though this tradition of Shilla Buddhism was transmitted to the Koryo dynasty
and to the Yi dynasty, Buddhism in the latter could not enjoy the golden era that

the Shilla people had once achieved. The main cause for the decline of Buddhism

— 225 —



62 I ﬁ ' g 5

rested on the change in the attitude of understanding Buddhism, although the social
conditions during the latter dynasties were not the same.

Shilla Buddhist fable intended to arouse in the minds of the people the perfect faith
(i. e., the willingness to seek Buddha’s relief) through the description of the true
image of Buddha in terms of the spiritual nature of Buddhism, and reflected its
independent achievements they arrived in accomodating the foreign-origin Buddhism.

Shilla Buddhist fables also show the idea that the real Buddha’s land exists in this
world. Through this idea, they perceive the reality of Buddha more closely.

Even nowadays we can feel the liveliness of the image of perfect Buddha pictured
in the minds of Shilla people some a thousand years ago and described in their
Buddhist fables. At the same time;, we can see in their fables the perfect image of
Buddha, that is existing at the present moment and that will exist eternally in the
future. Buddha says,

“Those who seek after my appearance and voice are making vain efforts, and
thus are not able to see Me.”

One can see Buddha only through the truth. The One (Buddha) who preaches the
truth is the One (Dharma-kaya: the true body of Buddha) who performs the
truth. And the essence of the truth cannot be the object of knowledge; it is not
something which we can probe.

Undoubtedly} there are some limitations to the method of establishing the true image
of Buddha, which is in fact beyond verbal expression, in the form of fables. A deeper
understanding of the matter is required to form the perfect image of Buddha on the
basis of its description in the fables. 7

The Shilla people, who deduced Buddha of East India (i. e., Shilla) from that of
West India, had endeavored to create the eternal ‘Buddha for the whole human beings’.
Wo find several attempts of trying to materialize such dreams of Shilla people in the
literature of the fables. These dreams became Vergegenwdrtigung by means of the

-narrative form of fables.
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