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Abstract

An Inquiry into the Iron Seated Buddha Excavated from

Pocheon in the National Museum of Korea

Kang Kunwoo®

The Iron Seated Buddha sculpture in the National Museum of Korea had long sat unregistered
in storage at the museum. However, a new accession number “bon9976” has recently been assigned
to it. This sculpture was excavated from the neighborhood of Heungnyongsa Temple in Backun-
ri, Yidong-myeon, Pocheon-gun, Gyeonggi-do Province together with another Iron Seated Buddha
sculpture(bon9975) called “Iron Buddha from Pocheon.” A comparison and examination of Gelatin
Dry Plate and official documents from the Joseon Government-General Museum during the
Japanese occupation period have revealed that these two Iron Buddha sculptures were transferred to
the Museum of the Government-General of Korea on December 17, 1925.

The Iron Seated Buddha sculpture(bon9976) has a height of 105 centimeters, width at the
shoulders of 57 centimeters, and width at the knee of 77 centimeters. The Buddha is wearing a
robe with rippling drapery folds and the right shoulder exposed. He is seated in the position called
gilsangjwa(the seat of good fortune) in which the left foot is placed over the right thigh. The
features of the Buddha’s oval face are prominently sculpted. The voluminous cheeks, eye sockets
in a large oval shape, slanted eyes, short nose, and plump lips can also be found in other ninth-
century Iron Seated Buddha sculptures at Silsangsa Temple in Namwon, Jeollanam-do Province,
Hancheonsa Temple in Yecheon, Gyeongsangbuk-do Province, and Samhwasa Temple in Donghae-
si, Gangwon-do Province. Moreover, its crossed legs, robe exposing the right shoulder, and rippling
drapery folds suggest that this sculpture might have been modeled after the main Buddha sculpture
of the Seokguram Grotto from the eighth century.

The identity of this Iron Seated Buddha can be determined using the Gelatin Dry Plate(M442-2,
M442-7). In them, the Buddha has its right palm facing upwards and holds a medicine jar on its
left palm. Until now, the Iron Seated Bhaisajyagura(Medicine) Buddha(bon1970) excavated from

Wonju has been considered the sole example of an iron Medicine Buddha sculpture. However, this
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newly registered Iron Seated Buddha turns out to be a Medicine Buddha holding a medicine jar.
Furthermore, it serves as valuable material since traces of gilding and lacquering clearly remain on
its surface.

This Iron Seated Buddha sculpture (bon9976) is presumed to have been produced around
the ninth century under the influence of Esoteric Buddhism by the Monk Doseon(827~898), a
disciple of the Monk Hyecheol, to protect the temple and help the country overcome geographical
shortcomings. According to the records stored at Naewonsa Temple(later Heungnyongsa Temple),
Doseon selected three significant sites, including Baegunsan Mountain, built “protector” temples,
created the Bhaisajyagura Buddha triad, and enshrined them at the temples. Moreover, the
inscription on the stele on the restoration of Seonamsa Temple states that Doseon constructed
temples and produced iron Buddha sculptures to help the country surmount certain geographical
shortcomings.

Heungnyongsa Temple is located in Dopyeong-ri, Yidong-myeon, Pocheon-si, Gyeonggi-
do Province. This region appears to have been related to rituals directed to the Medicine Buddha
since Yaksa Temple(literally, “the temple of medicine™) was built here during the Goryeo Dynasty,
and the Yaksa Temple site with its three-story stone pagoda and Yaksadong Valley still exist in
Dopyeong-ri.

Keywords: Iron Seated Bhaisajyagura(Medicine) Buddha, Official Documents of the Joseon
Government-General Museum, Gelatin Dry Plate Photo during the Japanese Occupation

Period, Monk Doseon, Helping a Country Overcome Geographical Shortcomings
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