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ABSTRACT

Syncretism of Taoism and Buddhism in
an <Immortal> Painting at Bukchon
Art Museum

Kang, So-yon
Professor, Joong-Ang Sangha University

This paper explores the formalistic and iconographical features of
the newly discovered painting the <Immortal>. The painting shows
compound elements of both Taoism and Buddhism which is very
interesting and unique feature unlikely to be found in the other
immortal paintings of the time. The white beard main figure can easily
be regarded as a Taoist immortal due to the fact that he is wearing
Dongpdgan (#3£111) and is surrounded by icons such as pine tree,
crane, nectarine, chrysanthemum, tortoises, deer, lingzhi mushroom
(% %) and hulu vessel (#i&#fi) which are all symbol of longevity.
However, on the other hand, a halo is found around the head of the
main figure representing Buddhist enlightenment and he holds a fazi
(#7) as a possession in his right hand and his left hand is posing
a preaching mudra. It shows the typical characteristics of Buddhist

sermon or Arhan. On the right side of the main figure (seeing from
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the front) lies a censer and incense box usually found in the Arhan
paintings.

In particular, the sitting posture of the main lord and the diagonal
top-down arrangement with the offering woman show the typical form
of the devotee asking for the law to the corresponding main figure.
This is a composition which can be confirmed in the Buddhist genre
such as the Arhan paintings or Water-Moon Avalokite’svara paintings.
Complex characteristics mentioned above are carefully analyzed in the
paper in comparison with the most similar works estimated to be
contemporary works.

Through the detailed comparison of the composition, formal
characteristics, and iconographic characteristics of the paintings with
related works such as the personal collection of <Immortal and Crane>,
<The 23" Cheonseon Arhan (KZE#F)> dated 1235, <The 153"
Deogsewi Arhan ({EZ\E &3 )> dated 1562, it was concluded that
the elements of Taoist and Buddhist metaphors were reflected in a
complex way. As a result, the work combines the formal characteristics
of Taoist immortal and Buddhist arhan synthesizing Taoism and
Buddhism. And such an unique aspect of the painting makes its
creativity stands out.

The sophisticated style and classical dignity of the work show a
skill that is comparable to the royal origins when compared with the
works of the early Joseon period. Particularly, the Buddhist features
of the works are considered to have played a primary role in
contributing to the establishment of the form and composition of the
paintings of <Mountain God ([l [&)> and <Dogseong-saint (J# 22

[&])>, which are popular in the late Joseon Dynasty. In conclusion,
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the work can be considered as a masterpiece of excellence of the royal
court in the 15th century. The work reaches beyond the level of
conventional paintings of immortal or longevity by adding the

Buddhist element of profound enlightenment .

Key Words: Immortal, Arhan, Taoism, Buddhism, Synthesis
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