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One Prime Object, Different Receptions:

‘The Auspicious Image of Bodhgaya’ in Tang China and the Buddha

Statue at Seokguram in the Unified Silla

Sun-ah Choi

This paper examines how the famous Buddha statue at the Mahabodhi
temple in Bodhgaya, India was differently understood and replicated in Tang
China and Unified Silla Korea during the late seventh and eighth centuries.
Witnessed by the Chinese pilgrim monk Xuanzang (ca. 602-664) in around
635, the image at the Mahabodhi Temple became a famous object since he
returned to China in 645. His travelogue, Da Tang xiyu ji (Record of the
Western Regions in the Great Tang), served as the main source of information
on the image, triggering a number of travelers to Bodhgaya in the following
decades. One of the results of such travels was the importation of sketches
and replicas of the image to China by pilgrims and travelers on their way back,
as recorded in several writings of the late seventh century. Presumably due to
such transmissions, we witness an explosive emergence of the Buddha statues
in bbumisparsa mudra in China from the late seventh century, most of which
were made modeled after the Bodhgaya statue. Furthermore, the same type of
Buddha image appeared in Korea at least from the late seventh century, about
which many scholars have understood as the impact of Bodhgaya on Silla
directly, or indirectly through China.

This paper focuses on two of such replications made in China and
Korea respectively. The Chinese case is known as the “Auspicious Image of
Bodhgaya/Bodhi Tree” by inscription, and the Korean example is located
in the well-known stone grotto Seokguram in Gyeongju. Although the

two statues have been regarded as close replications of the image at the



Mahabodhi temple sharing the distinctive hand gesture (bbhumisparsa mudra),
a mudra displayed by the Indian image, their details are significantly different:
the Chinese example is heavily decorated with various ornaments such as
necklace, bracelet, and a crown, all directly carved on the body, whereas the
one at Seokguram is without such jewelry. This paper starts with the question
of in what ways the two examples, despite its formal disparities, claim their
resemblance to the prime object. Investigating different cultural circumstances
under which the two statues were created and different focuses with which
the two establish special connection to the prime object (ornamentation and
size respectively), it delves into theoretical issues including transmission,
influence, replication, reception, and subjectivity, issues that have occupied the

main stream in the study of Chinese and Korean Buddhist art.

Key Words: Mahabodhi Temple, Bodhgaya, puti ruixiang, Seokguram, Borobudur, Xuanzang, Da

Tang xiyu ji, replication, copy, pilgrimage, sacred site
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