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ABSTRACT

Seated Buddha Images with Dharmacakra—mudra
from the 7th-8th Centuries in East Asia
in Relation to the Origin of the Gilt-bronze Buddha Triad Plaque

Excavated at Anap-ji, Gyeongju

Choi Sun-ah

This paper explores the advance of the seated Buddha images with dharmacakra-
mudni in East Asia during the 7th—8th centuries in relation to the iconographic type of the
“"Amitabha with fifty bodhisattvas” and the formation of ruixiang (5%, auspicious image)
in medieval China,

In Indian Buddhist art, a seated Buddha with dharmacakra—mudri was commonly
understood as a representation of the Buddha Sakyamuni giving the first sermon at the
Deer Park in Sarnath: when it appears in combination with several small Buddhas, it was
regarded as Sakyamuni performing the great miracle at Sravasti. However, in China,
Korea and Japan, especially during the 7th and 8th centuries, this type of images seems to
have been made as Amitabha.

The earliest extant example of a seated Buddha with dharmacakra—mudra in China is
dated from the latter half of the 6th century. In the 7th century, this type often appeared
with fifty small bodhisattvas, and this particular format was called as Amitafo wushipusa
xiang (Wfifikefh 2 7#%, image of Amitabha with fifty bodhisattvas). There are two
sources for this designation: (1) an inscription on a stele of 634 at the Thousand Buddha
Cliff at Mt. Wolong (EAfitil1) in Zidong (#i), Sichuan (JU)if): (2) a record in the Ji
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Shenzhou sanbao gantong Tu (4 — 5smsk, Collected Records of Spiritual Responses
of the Three Jewels in China) compiled by Daoxuan (;#71) in 668. These two sources
preserve various stories about the Amitafo wushipusa xiang. For example, it tells that the
original image was a ruixiang from India and was sent by Amitabha for those who
prayed for rebirth in Amitabha' s Western Pure Land. It is also told that the image was
introduced in China in the first century AD. during the Later Han but to be forgotten
immediately afterwards. Then about 500 years later, the image came to be known again
when a monk named Mingxian (]3) obtained an image at the residence of the master
Daochang (ifi%) in the first year of Kaihuang (581) of the Sui. Mingxian transmitted its
sketches to other provinces, and thus this image came to be known widely .

As Interesting as these written sources may be, most of the stories have no substantial
basis. Although Buddhist images in China that had mysterious and marvelous origins
were called ruixiang, auspicious images, these incredible stories were in most instances
fabricated by Chinese Buddhists to endow authority and magical power to the images. In
Ji Shenzhou sanbao gantong lu, fifty stories are listed recounting the auspicious images from
the Han to the Tang, and Amitafo wushipusa xiang is one of them. The auspicious images
were copied repeatedly for their miraculous origins and spiritual power, so was the
Amitafo wushipusa xiang.

Many examples of the Amitafo wushipusa xiang are found in Sichuan province, The
earliest is one at the Ten Thousand Buddha Cliff at Mt. Wolong. There are other examples
at Bishui Monastery (i#/k7) at Mianyang (##%), Ten Thousand Buddhas Cliff at
Tongjiang (1), and Southern Niches Grotto at Bazhong (tH1). A painted version is
preserved in Cave 332 of Dunhuang. A sculptured example is also in the Yuanhongze
Cave (52541)ild) in Longmen.

Although the iconographic type of the seated Buddha with dharmacakra-mudra was
transmitted from India, Chinese did not simply accept it but transformed it as a new type
for Amitabha. The tradition that the image was sent by Amitabha himself played an
important role in justifying and empowering the new iconography . It should be noted,
however, that there also exist images of this type without fifty bodhisattvas. Yet the

context of production or accompanying inscriptions confirm that they all represent
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Amitabha.

The popularization of the new Amitabha type in East Asia during the 7th and 8th
centuries is attested by contemporaneous images from Korea and Japan. In the gilded
bronze Buddha triads excavated from Anabji (i) in Gyeongju (1), datable to the
late 7th to the early 8th centuries, the main Buddha is seated with dharmacakra-mudra. A
similar image is also found in an Amitabha triad painted in the golden hall of Horytji (i)
pi). The stylistic and formal characteristics of these two works closely resemble the
Amitabha type in the Amitafo wushipusa xiang. This enables us to speculate on the
possibility of using sketches or copies of Chinese examples of Amitafo wushipusa xiang in
creating Amitabha images in the Unified Silla and the Nara during the 7th and 8th

centuries.
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