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Tree Motifs in Seventh-century Silla Steles
KIM SUNKYUNG

Stone steles served multiple purposes in different cultures: as a territorial
marker, an edifying tablet, a political edict, a votive altar, a funerary
monument, or a celebratory reminder of remarkable individuals or events.
Chinese steles carved with images of Buddhist deities are monuments that
testify to the process of adoption and adaptation across different cultural
traditions. As products of the Buddhist appropriation of non-Buddhist
Chinese steles, steles with Buddhist imagery are hybrids.
The visual dialogue between two realms—the mortuary and the religious—
underwent another twist when Buddhist steles first appeared on the Korean
peninsula in the seventh century. The carvings on Korean steles displayed the
usual prominent Buddhist deities and the formulaic language of a dedicatory
inscription, but were made in the former territory of a defeated kingdom
under a new administrative reign. Hence, they tell us about the fluctuating
boundary between political entities, the social identity of the donors, and desired
destinations of the devotees. Although “set in stone,” they never easily manifest
a single fixed reading of the visual messages embedded in them.
In order to better understand the paradoxically fluid character of
unyielding stone, this article discusses some anomalous elements of these
steles. Focusing on a few peculiar examples of steles from 6th century China
and 7th century Korea, this article explores the roles of subsidiary motifs,
such as trees and pavilions, found across geographic/cultural borders.
KIM SUNKYUNG (skpolokim@gmail.com) is an art historian specializing in Buddhist art in premodern Korea and China.
* An earlier version of this paper was presented in “AAS-in-Asia Annual Conference,” Association for Asian Studies,
Seoul, Korea in June, 24-27, 2017. I would like to thank Professor Stanley Abe for organizing such a stimulating
panel and Professor Juhyung Rhi for providing insightful comments and discussion. I also thank two anonymous
reviewers for their meticulous reading and helpful suggestions. All the errors are mine.
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I
In the sixth year of the Wuping 武平 era of Northern Qi 北齊 (575), pious laymen,
Dong Shanchou 董善抽 and his dharma friends, pooled their resources to make a lofty
memorial.1 It was dedicated to all of their deceased parents, seven generations of
ancestors, and relatives, as well as the emperor, court officials, and all sentient beings.2 As
a merit-making endeavor as well as a manifestation of their faith, they chose a prevalent
form of a contemporaneous monument: an upright stone tablet carved with images
and a dedicatory inscription. While using formulaic language, the scribe did include
the circumstances of the construction, recording “having obtained from afar precious
material from lonely mountain caves and having consulted the best workers nearby, [we]
reverently made this eight-foot high stele.”3

Left: Figure 1.
Stele (obverse). d. 575,
Northern Qi, China. limestone.
University of Pennsylvania Museum.
Courtesy of Penn Museum
Right: Figure 2. Stele (reverse).
Courtesy of Penn Museum

The stele, now in the University of Pennsylvania Museum, displays various iconic groups
including six major assemblies, seven Buddhas of the Past and Maitreya bodhisattva (Figures 1, 2).
Its original provenance is not known. Given its composition of fine-grained limestone, its overall
stylistic features, and ultimately the inscription suggesting the stone’s origin in the mountain caves,
1

2
3

The inscription is written in kaishu (楷書) and arranged in twenty lines of fifteen characters each and an additional line
of seven characters on a stele, which is currently in the University of Pennsylvania Museum. For its transcription, see
Helen Fernald, “An Early Chinese Sculptured Stela of 575 A.D.” Eastern Art An Annual Vol. III (1931): 100–103.
“七世先靈內外親屬 …亡父母…皇帝陛下臣僚百官…一切衆生,” in Fernald, “An Early Chinese Sculptured Stela,” 100.
“遠採奇岫 □珍近訪三結之手 敬造碑像一區通高八尺.” Katherine R. Tsiang, Echoes of the Past: The Buddhist Cave Temples
of Xiangtangshan (University of Chicago: Smart Museum of Art, 2010), 232–233.
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it is believed to originally have been made at the Xiangtangshan Caves 響堂山石窟.4
What immediately strikes the viewer more than anything else is the plethora of leaves
and branches of different kinds. It is vastly different from other steles where tree motifs are
marginalized as subsidiary ornaments. The familiar theme of a twin tree motif frames four
niches out of six, and diverse activities are simultaneously happening in their foliage.5
As if not wanting to disappoint an audience drawn to the copious tree depiction, the
inscription clearly states “[T]he images are thus respectfully erected and carved with a jeweled
tree of dragon 龍之寶樹.”6 That the tree itself was deemed worth mentioning as an independent
subject is surprising. The term “jeweled tree 寶樹” is not commonly identified as a subject
of depiction. The term “dragon tree” is mostly connected with a deity’s character such as “a
seated image with/under a dragon tree 龍樹座像,” or “a pensive image with/under a dragon
tree 龍樹思維像.” Other examples also point to the time or assemblies associated with the
dragon tree/flower as seen in “the time of a dragon tree 龍樹之期,” and “three meetings
under a dragon flower 龍華三會.”7

Figure 3.
Detail. Top niche on the reverse.
Stele. d. 575, Northern Qi, China.
limestone. University of
Pennsylvania Museum.
Courtesy of Penn Museum

The most compelling candidate for the imprimatur on this stele, “a jeweled tree of
dragon,” is found at the top niche on the reverse (Figure 3). It is a depiction of the Pure Land,
as indicated by the huge lotus filling the space like a pond, and by the inscription “we pray for
4
5

6
7

Tsiang, Echoes of the Past, 233.
For the double tree motif, see Yen Chuan-ying, “The Double Tree Motif in Chinese Buddhist Iconography (1), (2),”
National Palace Museum Bulletin, Vol. 14, No. 5 (1979, 11): 1–14; Vol. 14, No. 6 (1980, 2): 1–13; Kang Hŭijŏng, “Yongsu,
yonghwasu, yŏllimok” (Nāga tree, Nāga-blossom tree, and Lien-li tree), Chungguksa yŏn’gu 35 (2005): 99–125.
“像乃重堪□起鏤雕龍之寶樹,” in Fernald, “An Early Chinese Sculptured Stela,”100.
More unusual for this stele is the fact that nowhere in the inscription is the carved deities’ identity directly mentioned except for the “Pure Land 淨土.” A glimpse of the iconographic program can be obtained from the term
“twin tree 雙樹,” and the passage of “ascending on the road to Nirvana relying on the heavenly ladder in the air
憑空之梯登涅槃之路.” See Fernald, “An Early Chinese Sculptured Stela,” 101. But no scene depicting Nirvana is
found on the stele, which makes those passages more rhetorical rather than descriptive.
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our deceased fathers and mothers… freely roaming flying in the Pure Land.”8 The tree, as a
backdrop for the deity, in particular, includes opulent lotus-shaped leaves and among the leaves
are conspicuous reborn souls along with heavenly beings. This is certainly the “jeweled tree”.
On the same tree, vividly twisted dragons wrap around the trunks, and from the dragons’
mouths emerge branches, leaves, and flowers. This corresponds to the description in the Mile
dachengfo jing 彌勒大成佛經 (Sūtra of Maitreya achieving Buddhahood) which describes “…
The branches of the dragon flower bodhi tree 龍華菩提樹 are like jeweled dragons from whose
mouth hundreds of jeweled flowers pour out.”9
As noted, the “dragon flower tree” is not a specific breed of tree, rather it is a bodhi tree
for Maitreya, just as all the other deities have their own unique bodhi trees as a site for their
enlightenment. The name, “dragon flower tree” is a literal translation of nāgapuṣpa,10 and it is
likely that the Chinese audience was unsure what it actually looked like,11 nor even whether it
was a tree or a flower.12 An account in the Fayuan zhulin 法苑珠林 (Pearl grove of the Dharma
garden) compiled by Daoshi 道世 in 668 is a testament to such ambiguity. After citing the
earlier description from the Mile dachengfo jing, it makes an intriguing remark, “Since it came
from the dragon palace 龍宮 it is called a dragon flower tree.”13
Chinese craftsmen, without a source in text or image, had two choices: 1) Make an
exotic-looking tree from their experience or their imagination; 2) Or, as argued by some
scholars, interpret “dragon (flower) tree” verbatim by adopting an image of Chinese style
dragons spiraling tree trunks.14 Although it is difficult to prove the relationship between
“dragon tree” and “dragon flower tree,” and whether the former is a contracted term for the
latter, that has probably not been the focus of attention in image making.
A group of sixth-century Chinese steles mostly from Dingzhou 定州, Hebei province,
shares the motif of dragons either on the tree trunks, on side pillars, in the niche or as supports
8
9

10

11

12
13

14

“願亡父母佳過神明託陰花臺翱遊淨土.” Fernald, “An Early Chinese Sculptured Stela,” 100.
“說此偈已 出家學道 坐於金剛莊嚴道場 龍花菩提樹下 枝如寶龍 吐百寶華 一一花葉作七寶色 色色異果 適衆生意 天上
人間為無有比 樹高五十由旬 枝葉四布放大光明,” in Taishō shinshū daizōkyō (Hereafter T.), ed. Takakusu Junjirō and
Watanabe Kaigyoku (Taishō issaikyō kankōkai, 1924–1932), 456, 14: 430b. A similar account is found in the
Mile xiasheng chengfo jing 彌勒下生成佛經 (Sūtra of Maitreya’s descent and achieving Buddhahood), T. 453, 19: 424.
The nāgapuṣpa is often associated with Alexandrian laurel (Colophyllum inophyllum) or Kamala tree (Mallotus
philippinensis). See Waku Hirotaka, Bukkyō shokubutsu jiten (Tokyo: Kokusho kankōkai, 1979), 105. Meanwhile,
longhua 龍華 is also considered to be a translation of nāgakesara, and its phonetic counterpart in Chinese is
najiazhisa 那甲枳薩. Tuoluoni jijing Vol. 10; Zuishengwang jing Vol. 7, cited in Kang Hŭijŏng, “Yongsu, yonghwasu,
yŏllimok,” 102.
A contemporary example of this confusion can be seen in the recent frenzy over the photo of a flower-like
object in the shape of the open hood of a cobra as a newly discovered “dragon flower (nāgapuṣpa)” in the Himalayas. The colorful photo taken by Gordon J. Black in 2013 and another photo of a flower, both accompanied
by a caption of “nāgapuṣpa on Himalayas,” went viral when it was circulated on social network sites, and there
was an ensuing report that it was fake news showing a marine invertebrate and another rare flower.
Kang Hŭijŏng, “Yongsu, yonghwasu, yŏllimok,” 102.
“彌勒得道為佛時 於龍華樹下坐 樹高四十里 廣亦四十里(大成佛經華枝如龍頭故名龍華樹亦有別傳云子從龍宮出故名龍華樹
也)用四月八日明星出時得道,” in T. 2122, 53: 405a.
Rei Sasaguchi, “The Image of the Contemplating Bodhisattva in Chinese Buddhist Sculpture of the Sixth Century” Ph. D diss. (Columbia University, 1975): 108, cited in Kang Hŭijŏng, “Yongsu, yonghwasu, yŏllimok,” 104.
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for lotus thrones.15 The main deity varies, ranging from a cross-ankled bodhisattva, a crosslegged Buddha, a standing Buddha, twin Buddhas, or a single or twin pensive bodhisattva.
Taking the “jeweled tree of dragon” as a point of departure, this article discusses
how such conceptualization and visual imagination continued to function as a meaningful
component on different monuments for different cultures. The question to consider is: “At
what point does a tree stop being a mere backdrop and begin playing an active role in visual
representation?”16 Instead of tracing the neatly woven network of stylistic affinities and
hypothesizing their reciprocal interaction, I will examine two very different paths that the
tree motifs followed: how they were conceived, depicted, altered, and adapted among the
contemporaneous group of images on the Korean peninsula.

II
During the late seventh century, a group of steles was made for the first time in Korea.17
The emergence of this new art form was right after the unification in the former territory
of a defeated kingdom of Paekche under a new administrative reign of Unified Silla.18 The
15

16

17

18

In the steles of Eastern Wei and Northern Qi China, “dragon tree” seems to indicate a tree that has ascending dragons wrapped around its trunk. For example, a pensive image dated to 552 (the third year of the Tianbao era) has the
inscription of “pensive image with/under a dragon tree 龍樹思維像 “ and shows the coiled dragon motif on its tree
trunks. See Kang Hŭijŏng, “Yongsu, yonghwasu, yŏllimok,” 99–125; So Hyŏnsuk, Dong Wei Bei Qi zhuangyan wenyang
yanjiu (Research on the ornament patterns of Eastern Wei and Northern Qi) (Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2008):
205–214; So Hyŏnsuk, “Tongwi Mujŏng yŏn’gan paeksŏkche pan’ga sayusang yŏn’gu” (Research on the white stone
sculpture of a pensive image from the Wuding era of Eastern Wei), Tongak misul sahak 17 (2015): 441–448.
A similar question was discussed about a cave-shaped niche for a Buddha sculpture. See Sunkyung Kim, “Awakened, Awaiting, or Meditating?: Readdressing the Seated Image of Silla Korea at the Buddha Valley on Mount
Nam,” The Journal of Korean Studies 16 No. 1 (Spring, 2011): 119–150. Another similar train of thought is found
in Kim Hyewŏn’s research on the landscape motif in Buddhist painting. She took W.J.T. Mitchell’s discussion as a
starting point, considering landscape not only in terms of what it “is” or “means,” but also how it “performs” as
an ideology that naturalizes social and cultural construction with its particularly raw quality. Kim Hyewŏn, “Tonhwang Makkogul che 321 kul Powugyŏngbyŏn e poinŭn sanak p’yohyŏn ŭi chŏngch’ijŏk ŭimi wa chagyong” (Political
meaning and function of the mountain representation in the Precious Rain bianxiang in Mogao Cave 321), Misulsa wa
sigak munhwa 1 (2002): 70–73, 98. Adopting Mitchell’s idea, Kim Hyewŏn proposed to read landscape in Buddhist
painting as a sign that has particular meaning and function rather than being a simple backdrop or insertion.
Three steles were found in Piamsa 碑巖寺 in Yŏn’gi, two in Yŏnhwasa 蓮花寺 in Yŏn’gi, one in Sŏgwangam 瑞光奄 in
Choch’iwŏn, and one in Chŏng’anmyŏn 正安面 in Kongju all of which are located in South Ch’ungch’ŏng province.
For detailed accounts of their discovery, see Hwang Suyŏng, “Chu’ngnam Yŏn’gi sŏksang chosa”(Examination
of stone sculptures from Yŏn’gi in South Ch’ungch’ŏng province), in Han’guk pulsang ŭi yŏn’gu (Seoul: Samhwa
Ch’ulp’ansa, 1973), 135–174. The Piamsa temple where three steles including the Pensive Bodhisattva Stele and
the Kich’uk Stele were discovered, was said to have been constructed in the early Koryŏ period (918–1392) and
destroyed in the Mongolian and Japanese invasions. The current temple is thought to have been rebuilt sometime
before the eighteenth century. There is no discernable connection between the steles of the seventh century and
the Piamsa temple of the Koryŏ period. For details, see Kwak Tongsŏk, “Yŏn’gi chibang ŭi pulbisang”(Buddhist
steles of Yŏn’gi region), in Paekche ŭi chogak kwa misul, ed. Kongju taehakkyo pangmulgwan (1992), 177, n. 6.
Regarding this point, the role that a Paekche monk Hyŏn’gwang (玄光) had played in this local Buddhist visual
culture merits further study. He went to Chen 陳 (557–589), studied under Huisi 慧思 (515–577), and returned and
stayed at his home on Mount Ong 翁山 in Ungju 熊州 (current day Kongju in South Ch’ungch’ŏng province, which
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fluctuating boundary between political entities and the wavering social identity of their
donors have both been extensively discussed in previous scholarship.19 While this marks the
beginning of the image stele on the peninsula, most features of these steles are taken from
earlier works.

Left: Figure 4.
Pensive Bodhisattva Stele (obverse).
7th century, Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi, South Ch’ungch’ŏng
Province. Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author
Right: Figure 5.
Pensive Bodhisattva Stele (reverse).
Photo by the author

Left: Figure 6.
Pensive Bodhisattva Stele
(side: viewer’s left).
7th century, Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi,
South Ch’ungch’ŏng Province.
Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author
Right: Figure 7.
Pensive Bodhisattva Stele
Photo by the author

19

is not far from where these steles were discovered). Song gaosengzhuan 宋高僧傳, T. 2061, 50: 820c-821a. For his
Maitreya belief, see Ch’oe Yŏnsik, “Paekche hugi Mirŭk sasang ŭi chŏn’gae kwajŏng kwa t’ŭkjing” (Development
and characteristics of the Maitreya thought during the late Paekche period), Han’guk sasang sahak 37 (2011): 1–28.
No Chungguk, Paekche puhŭng undongsa (History of the Paekche restoration movement) (Seoul: Iljogak, 2003),
366; Kim Chusŏng, “Yŏn’gi pulsanggun myŏngmunŭl t’onghae pon Yŏn’gijibang Paekche yumin ŭi tonghyang”
(Regarding the former Paekche subjects in Yŏn’gi region based on the inscriptions from Yŏn’gi sculptures), Sŏnsa
wa kodae 15 (2000): 78; Ch’oe Ŭngch’ŏn, “Munmuwangdae ŭi misul: chogak kwa kŭmsok kongye” (Art during
King Munmu’s reign: sculpture and metal craft), Silla munhwa 16 (1999): 121; Kim Munkyŏng, “Samguk Silla sidae
ŭi pulgyo sinang kyŏlsa” (Buddhist devotional societies of Three Kingdoms and Silla), Sahakchi 10 (1976): 163.
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Among these steles, the Pensive Bodhisattva Stele is a modest-sized rectangular monolith
tablet with a heavy top part, with a total height of 40.8 cm (Figures 4, 5, 6, 7).20 No trace of
inscription remains. Most notable for the current discussion is the top part of the stele. At
first sight, it quickly recalls the traditional Chinese text steles topped by interlocked dragons,
the symbol of sovereignty and “ubiquitous emblems in China’s pre-Buddhist imagery.”21
In contemporaneous seventh-century China, there was an interesting return to the earlier
marriage between the stele form and the Buddhist tone. On Mount Bao 寶山, Henan
province, for example, one can observe a Buddha or a privately deified figure placed on the
upper portion of the traditional form of a Chinese stele with a dragon top and a tortoise base
(Figure 8). The steles were epitaphs for devotees.

Figure 8.
Stele Reliefs. 7th century,
Tang dynasty, China.
Stupa Forest, Mount Bao,
Anyang, Henan Province.
Photo by the author

As an epitaph for kings and high officials, a traditional stele with a dragon cap and a
tortoise base continued to have a dedicatory function in both countries. Among them, the
seventh-century stele, dedicated to King Muyŏl 武烈王 (r. 654–661) possibly during the reign
of King Munmu 文武王 (r. 661–681), remains, and its top capped by dragons stylistically
echoes the top part of the Pensive Bodhisattva Stele, since both share a portly rendering
rather than the slender contours seen in other works (Figure 9).22
20

21

22

It seems to reflect the unusual popularity of a pensive bodhisattva image in Korea, which had been prominent before the unification, but fell out of fashion during the late seventh century. The bodhisattva on the stele is similar
to the freestanding sculptures of the same time, for example, the Pensive Bodhisattva on a Square Throne in the
National Museum of Korea, Seoul, in terms of its slender body, exaggerated proportion, and stiff limbs. Based on
its compact size, the stele most likely stood within the confines of a monastery. Unlike the previous independent
sculptures of a pensive bodhisattva, this stele simultaneously provides other spaces for donor images on the sides
and an emblematic stupa on the reverse, which was probably required by the changing landscape of its patronage,
namely the newly arising devotional society of Buddhist believers in Unified Silla.
John M. Rosenfield, “Foreword,” in Dorothy Wong, Chinese Steles: Pre-Buddhist and Buddhist Use of a Symbolic Form
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2004), xi.
Given the Buddhist character of this monument, it also conceptually reminds of a nāga, the serpent king in Indian
tradition that was translated into dragon in China. It was believed to have divine power to bring rains, control rivers
and lakes, to soar above earthly desires and ties, and guard the heavens. Due to its auspicious and protective qual-
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Left: Figure 9.
Epitaph Stele for King Muyŏl (r. 654-661).
7th century, Unified Silla. stone. Kyŏngju.
Courtesy of Cultural Heritage Administration

Right: Figure 10.
Drawing of the Pensive Bodhisattva Stele.
Hwang Suyŏng (1989), p. 252.
Courtesy of Munye Ch’ulp’ansa

Yet a careful observation of this stele’s top part yields the realization that its ornaments
are not dragons, but rather trees. One cannot find dragons’ body parts such as head, tail,
limbs and scaled body, all of which are readily visible in other works. Instead, one sees only
bent and twisted tree branches and fleshy leaves (Figure 10).23
The combination of a pensive figure and an overarching tree is a fairly familiar theme
in China. Starting with Prince Siddhârtha’s meditation, his farewell to his beloved horse, and
shifting to a bodhisattva contemplating under a tree, such depiction came to be favored in
image making.24

23

24

ity, the dragon was smoothly incorporated into the legends and images of Buddhism both in China and Korea. In
Korea, there are many accounts about the dragon’s insurmountable position in indigenous belief and its incorporation/submission to the Buddhist realm. Not to mention the ubiquitous nature of a dragon story in every village and
the site names such as Dragon Palace South 龍宮南 for Hwangnyongsa 皇龍寺 and Dragon Palace North 龍宮北 for
Punhwangsa 芬皇寺, several eminent monks such as Chajang 慈藏 (fl. 636–650) and Myŏngnang 明朗 (c. 7th century)
also have legends associated with a dragon. Such pervasive quality might have entered the arena of visual culture.
Interestingly, most articles on this stele state that the top part looks like a dragon but it is in fact just trees.
Kwak Tongsŏk, “Yŏn’gi chibang pulbisang ŭi chohyŏngmi”(Beauty of the Buddhist steles of Yŏn’gi region), in
Pulbisang: Yŏmwŏnŭl saegida, ed. Kungnip Ch’ŏngju pangmulgwan (Cheongju Museum: 2013), 70.
According to So Hyŏnsuk, the combination of a pensive image and a twin-tree niche first appeared in China during the Eastern Wei 東魏 period in a group of white marble sculptures from Dingzhou 定州, Hebei province, as
well as in recently excavated sites of Beiwuzhuang 北吳莊 in Ye 鄴, Henan province. So Hyŏnsuk, “Tongwi Mujŏng
yŏn’gan,” 429–461. In order to avoid confusion, here I translate 雙樹 as “twin tree” despite the fact that the term is
closer in meaning to “two trees.” “Twin tree” is distinct from the more nuanced term “double tree,” which historically meant two trees intertwined so that the upper branches became inseparable (連理木 K. yŏllimok, C. lianlimu).”
So Hyŏnsuk also presents a set of typologies of ornaments such as “twin tree motif 雙樹文” and “coiled dragon
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Left: Figure 11.
Kyeyu Amitābha Stele (obverse).
7th century (673), Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi, South Ch’ungch’ŏng
Province. Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author
Right: Figure 12.
Kyeyu Amitābha Stele
(side: viewer’s right).
Photo by the author

The tree on this stele, however, does not neatly belong to a typology of trees based
on the shape of its leaves.25 The focus here is rather the incredibly witty interplay between
dragon and tree. The carver obviously knew about the conventional format of steles topped
by entwined dragons. Perhaps he was also aware that the viewer expected to find a tree
framing the pensive bodhisattva. Presumably he also knew about the phrase “dragon flower
tree” as the site where Maitreya would achieve enlightenment and have three congregations
assembled when he ultimately comes to earth. Not hindered by the upward dragon motif
similar to that used by Chinese counterparts and adopted for the sides of the Amitābha Stele
Inscribed with the Cyclical Year of Kyeyu 癸酉銘阿彌陀佛碑像 (Figure 11, 12), the carver
uniquely presented trees representing disguised dragons or vice versa.
Here it should be noted that the contemporaneous Silla monk Kyŏnghŭng 憬興’s San
Mile jing shu 三彌勒經疏 (Commentary on the three Maitreya Sūtras) provides a proper reading
for the image. The passage reads, “The tree leaves look like jeweled dragons sitting on the
hundred jeweled flowers, so it is called ‘dragon flower tree.’ (He (Maitreya)) acquired bodhi
(enlightenment) under this tree, so it is called ‘bodhi tree 菩提樹.’”26 His remark is salient in
terms of how to render such a tree in visual works. Instead of trees that pour out from coiled
dragons’ mouth as on Chinese steles, here appeared foliage assimilated to dragons.

25

26

motif 蟠龍文.” She also divides tree motifs into the “Chinese style sacred tree 中原式聖樹” with foliage similar to
gingko leaves and the “South-Central Asian style sacred tree, i.e. mango tree (芒果系聖樹),” which was based on
Zhao Shengliang’s categorization. So Hyŏnsuk, Dong Wei Bei Qi zhuangyan wenyang yanjiu, 181–192; So Hyŏnsuk,
“Tongwi Mujŏng yŏn’gan,” 429–448; Zhao Shengliang, “Dunhuang bihua shuofatu zhong de shengshu” (Sacred
trees in teaching scenes in the Dunhuang mural), Yishushi yanjiu 4 (2002): 223–253.
The shape of leaves is closer to the “South-Central Asian style sacred tree” than to the “Chinese style sacred
tree.” The “twin tree motif ” can be applied, but it is in a fashion that is only remotely related to it since, unlike
its counterparts in China, its root and branches are not clearly indicated.
“謂樹枝如寶龍坐百寶華 故名龍華樹 依此樹下成菩提 故名菩提樹也,” in T. 1774, 38: 325c. See So Hyŏnsuk, Dong Wei
Bei Qi zhuangyan wenyang yanjiu, 206. There were several monastic writings on the Maitreya Sūtra during the Unified Silla, for example by Wŏnhyo 元曉 (617–686), Kyŏnghŭng, Wŏnch’ŭk (圓測 613–696), T’aehyŏn (太賢 8th
century), and Ŭijŏk (義寂), but only those by Wŏnhyo and Kyŏnghŭng are extant.
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Meanwhile, the possibility of the transfiguration of a dragon and a tree, and the former’s
ability to shake the latter back to life, is recorded in the biography of another monk, Poyang 寶
壤, who lived at the end of Unified Silla.27 Even for several centuries, such association between
dragon and tree seems to have lived in people’s imagination. Perhaps the transmutable quality
evinced in sutra passages and folktales was at some point realized in visual images.

III
With regard to the spectrum of the tree representation among the same group of
monuments, it is necessary to examine the Amitābha Stele Inscribed with the Cyclical Year
of Kich’uk 己丑銘阿彌陀佛碑像 (Figure 13, 14).28 Its partially eroded inscription on the
reverse records basic information on date, carved deities, and beneficiaries without much
rhetorical elaboration.29

Left: Figure 13.
Kich’uk Amitābha Stele (obverse).
7th century (689), Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi, South Ch’ungch’ŏng
Province. Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author
Right: Figure 14.
Kich’uk Amitābha Stele (reverse).
Photo by the author
27

28

29

A story included in the renowned monk Wŏn’gwang 圓光’s biography in Haedong kosŭng chŏn 海東高僧傳 - which was,
in fact, mistakenly taken from that of a tenth-century monk Poyang 寶壤和尚 of Unmunsa 雲門寺 - offers a fascinating point. It tells of the possibility of transfiguration between a dragon and a tree. T. 2065, 50: 1020c. Peter H. Lee
ed. Sourcebook of Korean Civilization Volume I from Early Times to the Sixteenth Century (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1993), 81. For the textual analysis, see Ch’oe Yŏnsik, “Wŏn’gwang ŭi saengae wa sasang” (Life and thought
of Wŏn’gwang), T’aedong kojŏn yŏn’gu 12 (1995): 3–37; Kim Poksun, “Wŏn’gwang pŏpsa ŭi haengjŏk e kwanhan
chonghapchŏk koch’al” (Research on the life of Dharma Master Wŏn’gwang), Silla munhwa 28 (2006): 255–278.
It was discovered in Piamsa with two other steles of the same group, and attributed to the year 689 based on
the reading of the cyclical year name, Kich’uk and stylistic comparison. Meanwhile, some scholars suggest that
this work should not be identified as a “stele,” based on the custom of Chinese sculptures and the fact that the
reverse is rounded. Hong Ryŏnhŭi, “7 segi Yŏn’gi chiyŏk Amit’a pulsang ŭi sŏbang chŏngt’o tosang yŏn’gu”
(Study of Western Pure Land iconography in Amitābha sculptures from Yŏn’gi region during the 7th century),
Pulgyo misulsahak 11 (2011): 71.
“己丑年二月十五日 此為七世父母及…阿彌陀佛及諸佛菩薩像敬造…On the fifteenth day of the second month in the
cyclical year of Kich’uk… for the sake of the parents of seven generations and ….. reverently made images
of Amitābha Buddha, several Buddhas and bodhisattvas,” in Kungnip Ch’ŏngju pangmulgwan, ed., Pulbisang:
Yŏmwŏn ŭl saegida (Cheongju Museum: 2013): 35.
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The stele’s visual charm, especially to scholars, definitely lies in the fact that it has all
the major components of the Western Pure Land confirmed by both texts and Chinese
images. The primary barometers of the Western Pure Land that have been defined so far
centered around the lotus pond, reborn souls and architecture. Perhaps due to its ubiquity,
however, trees were mainly considered as a backdrop except when they were used to help
devotees visualize the Pure Land. However, in the Amitābha-related sutras, jeweled trees are
fundamental ingredients, as are the jeweled pavilion and the lotus pond. They have their own
function, not only as objects for contemplation as written in the Guan Wuliangshou jing 觀無
量壽經 (Sūtra on contemplating the Buddha of infinite life),30 but also as a place where soft
breezes waft through to produce a harmonious sound to remind devotees of the Buddha as
described in the Amituo jing 阿彌陀經 (Amitābha Sūtra; Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha Sūtra),31

Figure 15.
Relief. Western wall, Middle Grotto,
Xiaonanhai Cave.
6th century, Northern Qi, China.
Anyang, Henan Province.
Photo by the author

Even in the earliest representations of the Western Pure Land in China, the jeweled trees
were not to be missed (Figure 15).32 Rather luxuriant trees laden with precious gems operated
as a major component to set the tone for the ‘pure land’ or ‘purifying land.’
30

31

32

T. 365, 12: 342b. It reads: “When you have accomplished visualization of the ground, next contemplate the jeweled trees. This is how to do so. Visualize each one and then form an image of seven rows of trees, each being
eight thousand yojanas high and adorned with seven jeweled blossoms and leaves. Each blossom and leaf has
the colours of various jewels….” Hisao Inagaki, The Three Pure Land Sutras (Kyoto: Nagata bunshodo, 1994):
325–326.
T. 366, 12: 347a. It reads: “In that Buddha-land, Śāriputra, when soft breezes waft through the rows of jeweled
trees and jeweled nets, they produce harmonious sounds. It is as if a hundred thousand musical instruments
were playing together. Everyone who hears the sounds is spontaneously mindful of the Buddha, the Dharma
and the Sangha. Śāriputra, that Buddha-land is filled with such excellence and splendor.” See Hisao Inagaki, The
Three Pure Land Sutras, 355.
Such depiction is found in the images from both north and south of China as seen in the mural at Maijishan
麥積山 in Gansu province, the relief from the Xiaonanhai Cave 小南海石窟 in Henan, the relief from the Xiangtangshan Cave 響堂山石窟 in Hebei and the stele from Wanfosi 萬佛寺, Sichuan. A later fuller illustration yet with
a similar approach to the jeweled trees in a different media is found on a mural of Mogao Cave 莫高窟 220 at
Dunhuang 敦煌.
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Figure 16.
Drawing of the Kich’uk
Amitābha Stele.
Hwang Suyŏng (1989), p. 249.
Courtesy of Munye Ch’ulp’ansa

On the Kich’uk stele the trees appear as an abundant backdrop, although erosion makes
it hard to ascertain the configuration. Rather than placing trees at each side as a pictorial frame
or putting the foliage canopy only on top of the main Buddha’s head, the carver/designer
chose to fill the background with luscious trees interposed by several seated Buddhas and
hanging jewels (Figure 16). Such interface can be interpreted in two ways: First, it could be a
byproduct of simply putting small seated Buddhas (化佛 K. hwabul, C. huafo) as conventional
ornaments around the main Buddha’s halo. Notice, however, that the first row of five small
identical Buddhas around the curve of the halo are subsequently followed by another row of
seven small Buddhas, which is an unusual arrangement for hwabul. Second, this visual feature
could be a result of compressing important ingredients of the Pure Land into a limited space
in order to produce the desired meaning and visual effect. Kwak Tongsŏk already noticed this
feature as something radically different from the usual decoration on a mandorla, suggesting
that it was chosen as a specific setting of the Pure Land.33
The carver/designer, for instance, could certainly have several options to choose from
to fill the background: canopy, curtain, architectural niche, or flame. Then what was involved
in the conscious choice of a tree motif from the choices available?
Here, I suggest an interpretation that takes one further step, inspired by a passage in
the Wuliangshou jing 無量壽經 (Longer Sukhāvatīvyūha Sūtra). When the Bhikṣu Dharmākara,
who would later become Amitābha Buddha, proclaims his fortieth vows, he says “When I
attain Buddhahood, I would like to have the bodhisattvas in my land who wish to see the
immeasurable glorious Buddha lands of the ten directions, be able to view all of them reflected
in the jeweled trees, just as one sees one’s face reflected on a clear mirror. If not, may I not attain
perfect enlightenment.”34 The jeweled tree is presented as an arena for “reflecting the Pure
Land” as a mirror for one’s face. It is surprising to learn that the jeweled trees, rather than
33
34

Kwak Tongsŏk, “Yŏn’gi chibang pulbisang,” 73.
“設我得佛 國中菩薩隨意欲見十方無量嚴淨佛土 應時如願
360, 12: 269a. Translation and emphasis mine.

於寶樹中皆悉照見 猶如明鏡覩其面像 若不爾者 不取正覺,” in T.
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a more obvious candidate like a pond or water (功德水), were recognized as a site for such
reflection.
It is not only the sutra passages, but also the Tang inscriptions that accompany some
images that point in the same direction. As an example, consider a niche dated to 634 at
the Thousand Buddha Cliff of Mount Wolong 臥龍山 in Zitong 梓潼, Sichuan province. It
records that when Amitābha Buddha in the Pure Land (安樂 C. anle) was asked to bestow
Buddha images to this world (娑婆 C. suopo) where such images did not exist, he miraculously
made an auspicious image of “Amitābha Buddha with fifty bodhisattvas” seated on a lotus
throne on tree foliage. 35 The same account is found in both texts Jishenzhou sanbao gantong lu 集神
州三寶感通録 (Collected records of spiritual responses of the three jewels in China) compiled
by Daoxuan in 664 and Fayuan zhulin.36 In these accounts, trees/leaves are a proper setting
for the manifestation of auspicious images conjured up by the luminous power in this world
on earth.

Figure 17.
Seated Buddha. d. 546,
Liang dynasty, China. stone.
Shanghai Museum.
Art work in public domain

For a point of reference, consider the argument that the Buddha’s teaching scene
engraved on a mandorla is indeed the scene of a Buddha Land reflected on radiating light
–that is a halo or mandorla - projected by the Buddha’s miraculous power (Figure 17).37
Although the depicted scene is different on the Kich’uk stele, such interpretation helps us
to understand the mandorla not just as a structural necessity to buttress the carving or as an
empty space that awaits subsidiary space-fillers, but as a semantically important component
as a ray/sphere of light emitted from the Buddha who is projecting a reflection of the
35

36
37

Kim Ŭna, “Amit’abul osip posalsang e taehan yŏn’gu: Sach’ŏn chiyŏk ŭi sang ŭl chungsim ŭro” (Study of the
image of Amitābha Buddha with fifty bodhisattvas: with a focus on sculptures from Sichuan province), Misulsahak yŏn’gu 289 (2016): 193–195.
T. 2106, 52: 421a-b; T. 2122, 53: 401a-b.
Kim Hyewŏn, “Chungguk ch’ogi chŏngt’o p’yohyŏn e taehan koch’al: Sach’ŏnsŏng Sŏngdo palgyŏn chosang ŭl
chungsim ŭro” (Study of the early Chinese representation of the Pure Land: with a focus on sculptures from
Chengdu, Sichuan province), Misulsa yŏn’gu 17 (2003): 16–23.
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Buddha Land on its surface.
Ultimately the whole plane is an illusionary space where a distinct mechanism of spatial
relation works. A conceptual question follows: is it possible to differentiate “the scene of
actually making miracles” from “the scene showing the Buddha’s supernatural ability to make
miracles”? 38 Is the scene a miniature depiction of the Pure Land that exists somewhere or in
the believer’s mind, or is it the visual statement of the Buddha’s benevolent power to show a
believer the Pure Land?
Left: Figure 18.
Detail. Viewer’s left part of the obverse.
Kich’uk Amitābha Stele.
7th century (689), Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi, South Ch’ungch’ŏng
Province.
Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author
Right: Figure 19.
Detail. Viewer’s right part of the obverse.
Kich’uk Amitābha Stele.
Photo by the author

Notable in this light is that the two enigmatic pavilions lifted by standing bodhisattvas
are out of place (Figure 18, 19). They do not belong anywhere in this scene. As an abrupt
insertion, however, the kneeling lay figures inside the modest pavilion can operate as the visual
epitome of the donors as well as embodiments of empathetic viewers. The bodhisattvas
holding the pavilions seem to exist only to physically and spiritually raise the devotees within
to the Buddha’s realm, since Amitābha’s retinue already includes two other bodhisattvas along
with two monks, and two guardians, the standard set.39
What is noteworthy is that such a pavilion with a figure seated inside was often made
independently as a memorial relief or a votive sculpture. A group of contemporaneous
counterparts in China is seen among more than two hundred reliefs carved on the hillsides
surrounding the Lingquansi 靈泉寺 in Henan province.40 On the site, the so-called “house
38

39

40

Yi Chuhyŏng, “Ch’ogi taesŭng pulgyo wa posalsang” (Early Mahāyāna and bodhisattva images in Indian Buddhism), Misulsa wa sigak munhwa 15 (2015): 136–137.
The visual similarity between this stele and the Western Pure Land painting in Mogao cave 220 at Dunhuang
has been recognized by scholars. The pavilion in the painting of cave 220, however, has three spikes on top
of the building and hanging jewels under the eave indicating it is a different construction. The building in the
painting is also supported by colorful clouds rather than by bodhisattvas as in the stele.
There are three broad types of relief at the site: “stupa type,” “house type,” and “stele type.” The majority of
the reliefs are of the stupa type, with over seventy on Mount Bao and over ninety on Mount Lanfeng 嵐峰山. The
house type and the stele type each account for ten reliefs in total. Additionally, sixteen of the reliefs on Mount Bao
and ten on Mount Lanfeng have suffered substantial abrasion, making identification difficult. It has been thought
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type” as opposed to the “stupa type” typically has a seated figure, either a monastic or a
member of the laity inside a simple niche framed by two columns of a single story building.
41
Inscriptions for some house type reliefs even include the title “huishenta 灰身塔” (ash stupa)
(Figure 20).42 Thus we know that it is no less Buddhist in character than a stupa type relief.43

Figure 20.
Relief no. 82. d. 650,
Tang dynasty, China.
Stupa Forest, Mount Bao.
Anyang, Henan Province.
Photo by the author

It is thus logical to assume the “pavilion” in the reliefs and freestanding sculptures
functions not as a lay residence but as a Buddhist hall or as a metonym for a pavilion located
in the paradisiacal Pure Land, similar to the 6th-century “heavenly palace (tiangong).”44

41

42
43

44

that the house signifies the lay devotee’s residence in general and the stupa symbolizes a monastery, the monastic
space. For example, relief no. 41 on Mount Lanfeng, made in the twenty-second year of the Zhen’guan 貞觀 era
(648), and relief no. 82 on Mount Bao, made in the first year of the Yonghui 永徽 era (650), are both house type
and are dedicated to lay devotees. However, lay devotees do appear in stupa type reliefs as well. Relief no. 73 on
Mount Bao, relief no. 48 on Mount Lanfeng, dedicated by three daughters to their deceased mother, and relief no.
56 on Mount Lanfeng, dedicated to a lay believer’s mother are all of the stupa type; all have a lay devotee both as
honoree and dedicator. Further complicating the picture is the relief of Dharma Master Huideng 慧澄, no. 31 on
Mount Lanfeng, made by his disciple Dezang 德藏 in the second year of Xianqing 顯慶 era (657), where both the
honoree and the dedicator were monastics, but the relief is of the house type. For more information, see Henansheng gudai jianzhu baohu yanjiusuo, Baoshan Lingquansi (Zhengzhou: Henan renmin chubanshe, 1991).
The reliefs no. 90 on Mount Bao and nos. 31, 32, and 43 on Mount Lanfeng have a monastic devotee inside. On
the contrary, the reliefs no. 82 dated to 650 on Mount Bao and nos. 41 and 86 on Mount Lanfeng both feature
laity. Baoshan Lingquansi, 179, 201, 263-268. While the space thus created is quite simple, the associated decorative elements, such as the bracket on top of the columns and the ridge-end tile on each side of the rooftop,
display great sophistication.
“故居士子蕭儉灰身塔 大唐 永徽元年 (650）二月八日 造,” in Baoshan Lingquansi, 85, 397.
Take relief no. 46 on Mount Lanfeng, where a Bodhisattva sitting on a double-petaled lotus throne is enshrined
in a house type structure. Below the niche is written the inscription “Guanshiyin pusa xiang 觀世音菩薩像,”
identifying the figure as not an ordinary mortal, but rather a deity. See Baoshan Lingquansi, 268.
Zhang Zong identifies the term “heavenly palace” as a stupa with Chinese palace architecture style, which had had
a close association with Maitreya at first, but had not continued to have exclusive association with a certain deity.
Zhang Zong, “Tiangong zaoxiang tanxi” (Analysis of ‘heavenly palace’ images), Yishushi yanjiu 1 (1999): 205–230.
For the textual research for “tiangong,” see Liu Zhaorui, “Shuo ‘tiangong’ yu Kou Qianzhi de ‘Jinglun tiangong,’”
(Discussing ‘heavenly palace’ and Kou Qianzhi’s ‘Jinglun tiangong’), Shijie zongjiao yanjiu (2004): 55–63.
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Figure 21.
Detail. Top part of the obverse.
Kyeyu Amitābha Stele. 7th century (673),
Unified Silla. stone.
from Piamsa, Yŏn’gi, South Ch’ungch’ŏng
Province. Cheongju National Museum.
Photo by the author

Considering that it was carved on a stele and if it was dedicated for the rebirth of the
deceased, whether a family member or all sentient beings, it is even plausible to assume that
the house type has a mortuary connotation.45 A similar representation is found on the top
corners of the Kyeyu Amitābha Stele (Figure 21), this time supported by flying deities.

Right: Figure 22.
Altarpiece with Amitābha and Attendants.
d. 593, Sui dynasty, China. cast bronze.
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
Photograph © [2018] Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston

In conclusion, rather than a single unified space, the stele seems to be a pastiche of
separate visions of the Pure Land. A competing possibility is that it is a collection of usable
motifs, resembling a constructed temple.
45

The four-sided sculpture, dated to the fifth year of the Wuding era (547), now in the Tokyo Fine Arts University, in particular, is comparable since it has a similar type of pavilion –a single story building with tiled roof- and
its inscription includes the wish for the rebirth in the Western Pure Land. “武定五年三月十八日比丘僧與造四面像
一區上為七世父母所父母願使亡者託生西方妙樂國土一切衆生是同成佛.” Matsubara Saburō, Chūgoku bukkyō chōkokushi
kenkyū (Tokyo: Yoshikawa kōbunkan, 1966), 138, 261.
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As for the trees as seats for the divine, the Amitābha altarpiece in gilt bronze, dated to
593 of Sui dynasty in China, shares its approach to the Pure Land setting (Figure 22). The
sculptor made a canopy with lush trees, and the leaves on the top tier are each occupied by
a seated figure, who is either a reborn soul or a seated Buddha. The noticeably similar visual
concept is found in one of the niches on the Stele with Two Bodhisattvas, dated to the midto-late seventh century of Tang dynasty (Figure 23, 24).46 Trees are regarded as a prominent
venue for epiphany in the Amitābha’s Pure Land. Even when the region, time, medium and
main iconography changed, the connotation and essence of trees in the Pure Land survived.

Left: Figure 23.
Stele with Two Bodhisattvas (reverse).
7th century, Tang dynasty, China.
limestone with pigment,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
Art work in public domain
Right: Figure 24.
Detail. Viewer’s lower left of the reverse.
Stele with Two Bodhisattvas.
Art work in public domain

IV
The practice of donating image steles as a primary method to accumulate merit occurred both
in China and Korea. Both the iconography of the major deity on the steles and peripheral
motifs reveal the common trajectory of a certain idea shared by different cultures. Among the
shared motifs, the representation of anomalous trees shows how such subsidiary elements
can effectively convey a significant message and contribute to expanding the horizon of a
pictorial plane. Starting with the phrase “jeweled tree of dragon” inscribed on a sixth-century
Chinese stele, this study explored how such a visual concept became radically bifurcated in
seventh-century Korea, and operated on the border between ornamentation and the scene’s
primary actor, between plant and animal, and finally between different cultures.

46

Denise Patry Leidy and Donna Strahan, Wisdom Embodied: Chinese Buddhist and Daoist Sculpture in the Metropolitan Museum
of Art (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art; New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010), 92–95.
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