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A Study on Stone Stupas in the Early Yi Dynasty

Chung, Young-ho

A stone structure called pagoda includes a stupa as well as a common stone pagoda,
which serves as an object of worship located in the center of a temple. In general, a
pagoda means Buddhist one, while a stupameans a tombstone of a monk. Sacred relics
(sali) and bones remaining after the cremation of a dead Buddhist priest, installed in
a precious vessel, were either buried under the ground or kept in the hole dug in the
stone grave called a stupa.

Such a tombstone of a monk, i. e., a stupa, must have been built since long ago
— ever since Buddhism was introduced into the Korean peninsula. However, there is no
relic of the Three Kingd oms. The oldest one of stone stupas is Youm-Geo-Hwa-sang
Pagoda which was built in the 6th year of King Moon-Sung of Great Silla (844 A.D.)
After this, stupas of high priests were built here and there, and the number of stone
stupas still remaining at present amounts to about ten.

As Buddhism was highly recommended during of the Koryo Dynasty, she developed
into a Buddhistic nation. Consequently various works of Buddhistic fine art were
produced and many stone stupas were built. We can still find scores of stupas
nowadays.

During the Yi Dynasty, even from the beginning, they practised the policy of anti-
Buddhism and pro-Confucianism, so that Buddhism was greatly troubled beyond
reparation. Buddhistic fine art was also on the decline. But under such an oppression
and suppression, in the period of Se-Jong the Great (1419-1449) and King Se-Jo (1435-
1468), who were in favour of Buddhism, Buddhism resumed its liveliness. Temples
were rebuilt and the number of monks increased accordingly. Buddhistic fine art in
the Yi Dynasty was not apart from the policy of the kings and social conditions. For
example, King Tae-Jo, Lee Sung-gye, built Suckwang Temple in return for his close

relationship with Saint Moo~bak after he became the King; King Se~Jong built Naeb-
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uldang in the palace; King Se-Jo built Wongak Temple, and Bongwon Temple and
Bongson Temple were greatly enlarged in the period of King Myung-Jong.

A stupa is a structure which is in an indispensable relation with Buddhism itself.
In spite of the policy of anti-Buddhism in the Yi dynasty as mentioned above, some
kings favoured Buddhism. Thus, Buddhist temples could continue their existence despite
troubles, and monks were able to hand down the Buddhistic tradition from generation.
to generation Many stupas of such monks still remain around temples. But anti-
Buddhism policy repressed the birth of creative structure, and they continued their
structuring activities merely with the style and technique handed down from the
Koryo dynasty, which lasted till Yim-Jin Japanese Invasion (1592), the end of the
16th century. The Yi dynasty can be divided into two periods by the Japanese Invasion
in its political as well as cultural respect, particularly in the history of fine art. So,
when we refer to the period prior to the Japanese Invasion as the early period, we
find that styles and techqniues of Koryo were prominently prevailing in this period.

What the present writer aims at in this paper is an inquiry into the style of stone
stupa befor the Japanese Invasion. A stone stupa is structure only of stones. Howev-
er, at the same time, itis also a sculpture when its decorative designs and engravings
are considered. Most of stupas attract our attention, for we can tell whose relics
were buried in it and their monument tells us the year of their construction.

The present inquiry into the stone stupas in the early period of the Yi dynasty
bears some significance and aims: firstly, to find out how many tomb pagodas were
built in the period of anti-Buddhism policy; secondly, to investigate what style of
stupas were established and what their style pedigrees are; thirdly, to know the
engravings prevalent at that time by classifying contents of engravings and design on
the stupas. To achieve these aims requires abundant material. Herewith the writer
examines only five stone stupas constructed from the beginning of the Yi dynasty till
just before the Yim-Jin Japanese Invasion. I chose only those five stupas with their
construction years, whose relics were known.

The five stupas are listed as follows in terms of the order of their construction
year: ,

Bo-Kak-Kuk-Sa Jung-He-Won-Young Stupa of Chung-Ryong-sa Temple (located at
Oryang-Ri, Sodae-Myun, Jungwon—Qun, Chungchung~Bukdo); The Stupa in the site of
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Hoi- Am-Sa (located at Hoiam-Ri, Hoichun-Myun, Yangju-Gun, Kyungki-Do); Su--.
Am-Hwa-Sang Stupa of Bok-Chun-Sa Temple (located at Bok-Chun-Am of Bup-Ju-Sa :
Temple on Sok-Ri Mountain in Sansae-Ri, Sokri-Myun, Boeun-Gun, Chungchung-
Bukdo); Hak-Jo-Deung-Gok-Hwa-Sang Stupa of Bok-Chun-sa Temple (located at the -
same place as the immediately preceding one); No-Han-Dang Stupa in the site of Sin-:
Heung-Sa Temple (located at Sinheung Village, Bumwang-Ri, Hwagae-Myun, Hadong-
Gun, Kyungsang-Namdo).

Bo-Kak-Kuk-Sa Stupa at Chang-Ryong-Sa Temple was built in the second year of
King Tae-Jo (1393) and should be thought to succeed the styles and sculpturing
techniques belonging to the end of the Koryo dynasty and the beginning of the Yi
dynasty. Hoi-Am-Sa Stupa with the design of clouds and dragon on its body, establi-
shed in the 7th year of King Tae-Jong (1407), may be regarded as a Koryo-style
sculpture. Su-Am-Hwa-Sang Stupa of Bok-Chun~sa Temple built in the 11th year
of King Sung-Jong (1480) Hak-Jo-Deung-Kok-Hwa-Sang Stupa of Bok-Chun-Sa
Temple built in the gth year of king Jung-Jong (1514) stand in the same temple yard.
The styles of their basestones, bodies and covers show old form, but their engravings
were simplified or degenerated. No-Han-Dang Stupa in the Site of Sin-Heung-Sa was
constructed in the 16th year of King Sun-Jo (1582), just before the outbreak of Yim-
Jin Japanese Invasion. At this period, engravings of each part were formalized and
their techniques were simpl-ified. However, the basic style of the octagonal foundation
formed in Silla was well kept, which means that the standard form of Silla and
Koryo was well preserved in the early period of the Yi dynasty, i. e., before the
Japanese Invasion. It is clear that the Koryo styles were inherited in those stupas,

despite of the decline of their decorative design.
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