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[ Abstract)
Study of the Wooden Seated Vairocana at Saja-am Hermitage in

Jungdae, Mt. Odaesan
Kang, Samhye

(Gyeongju National Museum)

This paper is the first study of the Wooden Seated Vairocana at Saja-am
Hermitage in Jungdae (“central terrace”), Mt. Odaesan (“five terrace mountain”). As
such, it is comprehensive study that examines the relationship between Saja-am
Hermitage and Jeongmyeolbogung, a sacred hall where the relics of the Buddha
are enshrined, trends in Mt. Odaesan Buddhism, and Buddhist sculpture style
during the late Goryeo and early Joseon period in order to determine who made
the Vairocana statue and when, and the background to its production.

In 705 (fourth year of the reign of King Seongdeok), Jinyeowon (Sangwonsa
Temple) was constructed in Unified Silla. Fifty years later, according to the dying
wishes of Prince Bojildo (Bocheon), his hermitage, Bocheonam, was rebuilt and
renamed Hwajangsa (Hwaeomsa) Temple, where a Vairocana triad and the Buddhist
canon were enshrined. Munsugapsa Temple was constructed in the area below to
serve as dohoeso, a gathering place or headquarters, and Jungdae became the
center of Buddhism on Mt. Odaesan. Later, a revival of Mt. Odaesan Buddhism was
led by the disciples of Master Naong, who carried out spiritual practice on the
mountain during the late Goryeo period.

According to the “Reconstruction of Saja-am Hermitage,” written by Gwon Geun
in the early Joseon period, at the suggestion of Gagun-seorak, a disciple of Naong,
Yi Seong-gye (King Taejo), founding monarch of Joseon, had Saja-am rebuilt in
1400 (second year of the reign of King Jeongjong) and attended the completion
ceremony. By investigating the style and iconography of the Vairocana statue at
Saja-am Hermitage, this paper shows that the statue was made when the
hermitage was reconstructed in 1400. While the statue exhibits many expressive
elements of Goryeo Buddhist sculptural style of the latter half of the fourteenth
century, it shows no influence of the Tibetan style of the Chinese Ming dynasty
that was popular during the mid- to latter half of the fifteenth century in Joseon,
hence establishing that the statue was made around the fourteenth century. The
Vairocana statue of Saja-am Hermitage, therefore, is a precious resource for
studying development of the late Goryeo Buddhist sculptural style going into the
Joseon period (1392-1910) and is anticipated to shed light on more concrete

aspects of Mt. Odaesan Buddhism and spatial expression thereof.

Moreover, examination of the dharani enshrined in the Saja-am Hermitage
Vairocana statue in 1456 (second year of the reign of King Sejo) made it possible
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to date the stele marking the stupa where the relics (sarira) of the Buddha are
enshrined, which stands behind Jeongmyeolbogung, to the mid- to late fifteenth
century. This dating is based on several factors, including the “most profound
heart of the Buddha” seal carved on the stele, which is a visual representation of
enshrining the Buddha’s skull bones, its similarity with the “most profound heart
of the Buddha” dharani seal (1456) enshrined in the Saja-am Vairocana statue, the
pagoda seal carved on the back of the stele, and the tendency to use Buddha
seals and pagoda seals together in the mid- to late- fifteenth century.

Vairocana, Saja-am Hermitage in Jungdae, Mt. Odaesan,
Jeongmyeolbogung, Jinyeowon, Sangwonsa Temple, Yi Seong-gye, Sejo, Naong,
Bocheon, Mahapratisara dharani, Buddha seal, “Most profound heart of the

Buddha” seal, Talisman, “Odaesan sajeok”
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