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[ Abstract]

Image of the Sixteen Arhat of Sangwonsa through the Sculptural Forms of the Early

Joseon Era

Songeun Choe, Duksung Women's University

At Sangwonsa Temple on Mount Odae, Princess Yisuk, the daughter of King Sejo of
Joseon Dynasty, and her husband, dedicated three Buddha statues representing
Sakyamuni, Medicine Buddha, and Amitabha images, along with five Bodhisattvas
including Manjusri, Samantabhadra, Maitreya, Avalokiteshvara, and Ksitigarbha
images, to wish for the royal family's longevity and begtting a good son. They also have
made offerings of Sixteen Arhat statues which has been traditionally known to resonate
with people's prayers and wishes, providing a sacred response. Although there is no
specific records on the appearance of the sixteen Arhat images created at that time, it
is presumed that they were crafted by the top sculptors of the era, likely those

affiliated with the internal bureau responsible for Buddhist affairs.

While the exact form of Joseon the sixteen Arhat statues created popularly during that
period remains unknown, it is highly probable that they shared a similar style with the
extant wooden sculptures in Sangwonsa, such as the wooden Child Manjusri statue,
wooden Indra statue and wooden Sudhana statue, which are thought to have been
produced by the leading sculptors of the early Joseon royal court. The surviving Arhat
statues from the Joseon era can be broadly categorized into two groups: those with a
simple and minimalistic style, similar to the stone Arhat statues(1516) at Silsangsa in
Namwon or those unearthed from Changnyeongsa Temple site at Yeongwol, and those
with a more intricate and realistic representation, exemplified by the small clay Arhat
statues moved from Unboksa Temple in Yecheon to Sangwonsa in 1886 (ten pieces still
extant), the clay sixteen Arhat statues at Yongmoonsa Temple in Yecheon, and the clay
sixteen Arhat statues of Heungguksa Temple in Namyangju. The latter lineage can be
divided into two groups: one that adheres to the tradition of late Goryeo Buddhist
sculpture, similar to the extant figures of Sangwonsa, and another group that reflects
the new Ming Dynasty style, as seen in the clay sixteen Arhat statues of Heungguksa
and in the wooden statue of Amitabha Buddha(1458) of Heuksuksa at Youngju.

By examining the stylistic characteristics of existing wooden sculptures, such as the the
wooden Child Manjusri statue at Sangwonsa, it can be inferred that the sixteen Arhat
statues enshrined in Sangwonsa in 1466 may not have exhibited a similar sculptural
sensibility as those at Heungguksa or Yongmunsa Temples. Instead, the extant wooden
sculptures at Yecheon Unboksa, particularly the small sixteen Arhat statues, present a
suitable example for deducing the appearance of the Sangwonsa sixteen Arhat statues



due to their adherence to traditional Goryeo-period Buddhist sculpture practices.
Moreover, the surviving wooden sculptures at Sangwonsa, including the Indra and
Sudhana statue, showcase a style that aligns with the later Goryeo and early Joseon
Buddhist sculptural traditions.

[key word] Sixteen Arhat Statues, Arhat Faith, Sangwonsa, Yongmunsa, Heungguksa



