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Abstract

Interpretation of Praying Letter and Estimation of

Production Period on Samsaebulhoedo at Yongju Temple

Kang Kwan-shik’

Samsaebulhoedo(=1H{fi&E) at Yongjusa Temple(§Eik3), regarded as a monumental
masterpiece consisting of different elements such as Confucian and Buddhist ideas, palace academy
garden and Buddhist artist styles, unique traditional and western painting styles, is one of the
representative works that symbolically illustrate the development and innovation of painting in the
late Joseon dynasty. However, the absence of painting inscriptions raised persistent controversy
over the past half century among researchers as to the matters of estimating its production period,
identifying the original author and analyzing style characteristics. In the end, the work failed to gain
recognitions commensurate with its historical significance and value.

It is the particularly vital issue in that estimating the production period of the existing
masterpiece is the beginning of all other discussions. However, this issue has caused the ensuing
debates since all details are difficult to be interpreted to a concise form due to a number of different
records on painters and mixture of traditional buddhist painting styles used by buddhist painters and
innovative western styles used by ordinary painters. Contrary to other ordinary Buddhist paintings,
this painting, Samsaebulhoedo, has a praying letter for the royal establishment at the center of the
main altar. It should be noted that regarding this painting, its original version—His Royal Highness
King, Her Majesty, His Royal Crown Prince s FiEF, FAd# R, 7K F—was erased and instead
added Her Love Majesty24= K | in front of Her Majesty. This praying letter can be assumed as one
of the significant and objective evidence for estimating its production period.

The new argument of the late 19th century production focused on this praying letter, and
proposed that King Sunjo was then the first-born son when Yongjusa Temple was built in 1790
and it was not until January 1, 1800 that he was ascended to the Crown Prince. In this light, the
existing praying letter with the eulogistic title—Crown Princef{—should be considered revised
after his ascension to the throne. Styles and icons bore some resemblance to Samsaebulhoedo

at Cheongryongsa Temple or Bongeunsa Temple portrayed by Buddhist painters in the late 19th
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century. Therefore, the remaining Samsaebulhoedo should be depicted by them in the same period
as western styles were introduced in Buddhist painting in later days.

Following extensive investigations, praying letters in Buddhist paintings in the late 19th century
show that it was usual to record specification such as class, birth date and family name of people
during the dynasty at the point of producing Buddhist paintings. It is easy to find that those who
passed away decades ago cannot be revised to use eulogistic titles as seen by the praying letters in
Samsaebulhoedo at Yongju Temple. As “His Royal Highness King, Her Majesty, His Royal Crown
Prince” was generally used around 1790 regardless of the presence of first-born son or Crown
Prince, it was rather natural to write the eulogistic title “His Royal Crown Prince” in the praying
letter of Samsaebulhoedo. Contrary to ordinary royal hierarchy, Her Love Majesty was placed in
front of Her Majesty. Based on this, the praying letter was assumed to be revised since King Jeongjo
placed royal status of Hyegyeonggung before the Queen, which was an exceptional case during
King Jeongjo's reign, due to unusual relationships among King Jeongjo, Hyegyeonggung and the
Queen arising from the death of Crown Prince (& giH--).

At that time, there was a special case of originally writing a formal tripod praying letter, as
can be seen from ordinary praying letter in Buddhist paintings, erasing it and adding a special
eulogistic title: Her Love Majesty. This indicates that King Jeongjo identified that Hyegyeonggung
was erased, and commanded to add it; nevertheless, ceremony leaders of Yongju Temple, built as
a palace for holding ceremonies of Hyeonryungwon(§%/5) are Jeongjo, the son of his father and
his wife Hyegyeonggung (Her Love Majesty) (3% (45)). This revision is believed to be ordered
by King Jeongjo on January 17, 1791 when the King paid his first visit to the Hyeonryungwon
since the establishment of Hyeonryungwon and Yongju Temple, stopped by Yongju Temple on
his way to palace and saw Samsaebulhoedo for the first and last time. As shown above, this letter
consisting of special contents and forms can be seen an obvious, objective testament to the original

of Samsebulhoedo painted in 1790 when Yongju Temple was built.

Keywords: Yongju Temple, Samsaebulhoedo, praying letter, His Royal Crown Prince,
Hyegyeonggung (Her Love Majesty).
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