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Abstract

Production Date and Patrons of Korean Treasure #978:
Transcription of the Avatamsaka Sutra (Zhou Version) in
Gold on White Paper

Won Seunghyun’

Transcribed Buddhist sutras generally consist of a frontispiece illustration, sutra illustrations, and
sutra text, although some parts may be lost over time. Most transcribed sutras originally include an
official record of the transcription (saseonggi) at either the beginning or end of the volume, which
document various details of the production, including who commissioned the sutra and when it was
transcribed. If such records are unavailable or difficult to decipher, the date of the sutra can only be
estimated by comparison to other works with known production dates. This is the case with Korean
Treasure #978, the “Transcription of the Avatamsaka Sutra (Zhou Version) in Gold on White Paper”
(hereinafter, “Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 297), which does not contain any details of its production.
Based on formal comparisons, the volume has been estimated to date from the early Joseon period.

Important criteria for estimating the production date include the type of calligraphy script and
the overall expression of the sutra illustrations. However, these features are missing from some early
Joseon sutras, making it difficult to definitively assert which characteristics are representative of the
period. Also, transcribed sutras from the late Goryeo period (after 1350) and early Joseon period are
often very similar in terms of the expression of the frontispiece illustrations and sutra illustrations.

From the late Goryeo period through the early Joseon period, the illustrations of transcribed
sutras, which had previously been relatively detailed and realistic, gradually became more
formalized and stylized. Significantly, Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 29 includes illustrations showing
both styles of expression (i.e., realistic and formalized). Moreover, the hemp leaf design on the
frontispiece and the border around the sutra illustrations are unique features that have never been
seen on any other transcribed sutras.

Notably, however, Avatamsaka Sutra in Gold on White Paper, Volume 26 (hereinafter,

“Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 26”), which has not yet been introduced in academic research, is

* Curatorial Assistant, Exhibition Division at the National Hangeul Museum
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complete with frontispiece, sutra illustrations, and sutra text. This sutra is identical to Avatamsaka
Sutra, Volume 29 in size, composition, and details, and is thus estimated to have been produced
at the same time and by the same patrons. According to the record at the end of the volume,
Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 26 was commissioned in 1348 by Gi Cheol (d. 1365), which corresponds
to the estimated date of Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 29 derived by formal comparison.

Based on this new information, Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 29 was likely produced in the late
Goryeo period rather than the early Joseon period, as has previously been presumed. The new study
of Avatamsaka Sutra, Volume 26 also seems to confirm that both sutras were transcribed by highly
skilled artisans in 1348 of the late Goryeo period, a transitional phase in the expression of sutra

illustrations.

Keywords: Goryeo transcribed sutra, Avatamsaka Sutra, gold on white paper, frontispiece, hemp

leaf design, Gi Cheol.
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