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Abstract

A Study on the Coloring of Buddhist
Paintings during the Chosun Dynasty

by Yang, Jung-Sim
majoring Art Education in Graduate School of Education
in Cheju National University

Academic Advisor, Prof. Kang, Dong-Urn

A Buddhist painting illustrates an ideal world that we want to reach
through the Buddhist Scriptures. Also, it 1s a presentation of religious
symbolism, showing us a Buddhist Utopia, which is written in the Sutra
based on religious experience or knowledge. The presentation, containing
content of the Sutra, is derived from the fantastic aesthetic sense.

Working on a Buddhist painting is like making a documentary
painting, which tells descendents what to do when they face the same
situations their ancestors once had; nevertheless, a Buddhist painting has
particularities brought out by national aesthetic sense. Therefore, a
Buddhist painting in Korea is also derived from the Korean aesthetic sense
achieving religious aim and is manifested in close relation to the Korean
color sense.

The main purpose of this paper is to examine the coloring of an
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enormous number of Buddhist paintings in the Chosun Dynasty, under the
consideration of the presentation of religious symbol.

We can see that Korean color sense had been influenced by Chinese
Yin-Yang and the Five Elements Principles from the age of the Three
Kingdoms to the Koryo Dynasty. This means that the color was not
considered as a visual factor but as a conceptional factor that we can see
by thoughts and also that the color penetrated not only into the paintings
but into one’s life in relation to philosophy as well.

The color in Korean Buddhist paintings presents Buddhism
symbolically and also shows us compoundedly both the sense of high and
low class distinction, which was close to Koreans’ lives and the color
sense influenced by Yin-Yang and the Five Elements Principles.

First, the color gold, which has a symbolic meaning, stands for
Buddha's absoluteness and emphasizes the dignity of Buddhist saints by
using gold clay. Patterns made out of gold clay on surplices symbolize
Buddha's holiness. The red color of surplices is identical with the color of
kings’ clothes and with the color which stands for Yang in Yin-Yang
Principles.

Second, the Buddhist paintings in the Koyro Dynasty, where red and
brown are mainly used, are splendid, decorated with gold-clay patterns,
while the Buddhist paintings in the Chosun Dynasty, where gold clay was
seldom used, are primarily decorated with various colors. At the end of the
Chosun Dynasty various colors were used. The color green was often

used, so red and green are the major colors in Buddhist paintings in the



Chosun Dynasty. Blue, in particular, was used passively in Koryo Buddhist
paintings, but it was used actively in Chosun Buddhist paintings.

The color of clouds in Koryo Buddhist paintings is not loud; on the
other hand, in Chosun Buddhist paintings, the cloud stands for Buddha's
world of thoughts by coloring the clouds red, blue, yellow and green,
which are all contrasted colors.

Koryo Buddhist paintings sought the effect of unified colors, while
Chosun Buddhist paintings, where various colors were used, did not have a

systematic color order.
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