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Abstract This article investigates the one-century construction history of Silla’s state mon-
astery Hwangryongsa, understanding its architectural transformation in relation to the chang-
ing ritual-spatial concept within the context of the medieval Sino-Korean cultural exchanges.
The initial construction between 553 and 569, supervised by the Koguryŏ émigré monk Hyer-
yang, followed the sixth-century Northern Chinese model to build Hwangryongsa as a
dormitory-enclosed compound, in which the One-Hundred-Seat Assembly was enacted in the
image hall as the earlier Chinese Buddhist tradition would do. This plan was soon altered under
the increasing popularity of the newly developed Southern Chinese paradigm. An extensive
reconstruction started in 574 for the purpose of imitating the Chen imperial performance of
the One-Hundred-Seat Assembly at Taijidian compound of Jiankang palace, while the archaic,
oddly-empty organization of the central image hall reveals a hidden connection between
Hwangryongsa and Tongtaisi, the state monastery of the Liang and also the first Chinese mon-
astery modeled after the Taijidian compound. Hwangryongsa was eventually transformed into
a corridor-enclosed ceremonial courtyard fronted by three image halls and one nine-story
pagoda by 645, and the transformation profoundly mirrored China’s medieval architectural re-
form of Buddhist ritual space between the sixth and seventh centuries.
ª 2022 Higher Education Press Limited Company. Publishing services by Elsevier B.V. on behalf
of KeAi Communications Co. Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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1. Why reconsidering Hwangryongsa?

Hwangryongsa, the state Buddhist ritual center of Silla, is
the most magnificent monastic compound and arguably the
most widely studied archaeological site in the Three King-
doms period of ancient Korea (57 BCE e 668 CE)
(Steinhardt, 2014). Located in the capital of Silla (present-
day Kyŏngju) (Table 1), the monastery took nearly ninety
years of sporadic construction, with three different build-
ing plans employed till the final form was brought in 645.
The earlier plans exhibited unique characteristics that were
unseen not only in Korea but also in China and Japan, but
rarely underwent serious scholarly scrutiny into their
architectural significance. Historians tend to narrow the
investigation solely to the final layout, in which the earlier
plans are simply understood as either intermediate states
or a series of unsuccessful attempts during the construction
process. These groundless assumptions have hindered them
from gaining a deeper understanding of Hwangryongsa’s
layout transformation within the evolving architectural and
ritual contexts of sixth- and seventh-century Silla court
Buddhist practice. Indeed, recent scholarship has shown a
remarkable change in monastery spatial design, first
introduced by the devout Buddhist Emperor Wudi of Liang
(r. 502e495) to accommodate his public dharma assem-
blies, that successively swept across China and other parts
of East Asia between the sixth and seventh centuries. The
one-century effort of building Hwangryongsa into state-
protection ritual center of the royal house, almost in par-
allel with the spread of the new Chinese architectural-
ritual model, is likely to mirror such profound trans-
formation through the diverse Buddhist cultures Silla
received from direct and indirect contacts with its neigh-
boring states, including the Korean kingdoms of Koguryŏ
and Paekche, as well as several dynasties of China (Liang,
Chen, Northern Qi, Sui, and Tang).

In this article I will first re-examine the Hwangryongsa
site archaeologically, articulating a process of layout
transformation that can best align with the textual record
of its construction history. Second, I will discuss the layout
transformation in relation to the changing conceptions of
ritual space organizations associated with several genera-
tions of Hwangryongsa’s monastic leaders, understanding it
as a result of medieval Sino-Korean cultural interactions in
Table 1 Locations of important sites in China and Korea ca. 40

Ancient City
Name

Present City
Name

Location

Sŏrabŏl Kyŏngju Southeastern corner of North Gye
province, South Korea

Jiankang Nanjing Capital of Jiangsu province, China
Jiangling Jingzhou Southern Hubei province, China

Suzhou Suzhou Southeastern edge of Jiangsu prov
Xiangyang Xiangyang Northwestern Hubei province, Chi
Luoyang Luoyang Western Henan province, China

Daxing Xi’an Capital of Shaanxi province, China
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which the older tradition, introduced earlier by Koguryŏ
missionary from the Chinese Northern dynasties, was
eventually replaced by the new imperial fashion that Silla
pilgrim monks saw during their stay at the Chinese Southern
dynasties. Lastly, I will draw the readers’ attention to
Tongtaisi, the state monastery of Liang between 527 and
549, with particular focus on the architectural arrange-
ments of its central cloister and Miraculous Image Hall
(Ruixiangdian), to reveal their hitherto unknown entan-
glement with Hwangryongsa. By doing so, this study not
only articulates novel interpretations of architectural
transformation at Hwangryongsa, but also greatly enriches
our knowledge of the sixth-century paradigmatic shift of
Chinese Buddhist ritual space, particularly its profound
impact on temple construction beyond China.

2. The construction and reconstructions
between 553 and 645 revisited

As the supreme state monastery of Silla, Hwangryongsa
received more extensive attention in historical writings
than any other Silla temple complex did. Several important
dates of its construction and reconstruction are recorded in
two Koryŏ-period literary sources, i.e., the History of the
Three Kingdoms (Samguk sagi) and Memorabilia of the
Three Kingdoms (Samguk yusa), as well as in Chinese
scholar-monk Daoxuan’s Continued Biographies of Eminent
Monks (Xu Gaosengzhuan) (Chen, 2012; Nakanishi, 2010).
The history starts with a legend that in 553 a yellow dragon
appeared on the site of a newly built palace. The king
Chinh�ung (r. 540e576) took it as an auspicious omen and
thus changed the intended palace to commission a Buddhist
monastery, naming it Hwangryongsa, literally “the monas-
tery of august dragon”. The construction of major buildings
was completed in 566, while walls surrounding the monas-
tery were built in 569.

Soon after the monastery’s completion, a mysterious
unmanned ship arrived at Silla. It carried 57,000 k�un of
yellow iron, 30,000 bun of gold, model statues of Buddha
�S�akyamuni and two attendant bodhisattvas, and a sealed
letter from the Indian King A�soka expressing the wish that
these materials were expected to be made into sixteen-
foot-tall images of the venerable �S�akyamuni triad in some
karmicly connected country. King Chinh�ung dispatched
0eca. 700.

Country

ongsang Silla

Chinese Southern dynasties of Liang and Chen
Chinese Southern dynasties of Liang and
Western Liang

ince, China Chinese Southern dynasties of Liang and Chen
na Eastern Jin

Chinese Northern dynasties of Wei and
Eastern Wei
Sui
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commissioners to transport the materials to the capital. In
574, the colossal �S�akyamuni triad were cast in Hwan-
gryongsa, and the smaller model statues were move therein
as well. The main image hall of Hwangryongsa was con-
structed accordingly, and completed in 584, the sixth
reigning year of King Chinpyŏng (r. 579e631), to house the
colossal triad.

Later, when the Silla aristocratic monk Chajang
(590e658), after seven years study in China, decided to
return to his homeland, he was given an instruction by
dhy�ana master Yuanxiang that constructing a nine-story
pagoda at Hwangryongsa could allow Silla to obtain the
subjugation of its enemy countries (McBride, 2008). Cha-
jang reported Yuanxiang’s advice to the royal court upon
his return in 643. On the command of Queen Sŏndŏk (r.
632e647), the contemporary ruler of Silla, the pagoda was
erected by Paekche master carpenter Abiji and 200 assis-
tant carpenters under the supervision of Ikan Yongshu, and
the Buddha’s relics that Chajang brought back from Mount
Wutai were buried into the central pillar of the pagoda to
represent the presence of the Buddha. The erection of this
massive timber structure in 645 marked Hwangryongsa
reach its final form. No significant building event, except
for the cast of a giant bronze bell in 754 and the restoration
of the pagoda between 872 and 873, was mentioned af-
terwards, until the monastery’s final destruction by the
Mongols in 1238.

Extensive excavations between 1976 and 1983 not only
attests to the nearly-one-century sporadic construction
presented in the traditional narratives, but also provides
information that a far more complete understanding to the
architectural history of Hwangryongsa could be obtained,
particularly for those less important buildings (Cultural
Properties Research Institute, 1984). Architectural re-
mains suggest several times of reconstruction with various
ground plans, from which the excavation team assumes at
least two building periods until the erection of the pagoda
in 645 (Fig. 1) (Kim, 1984). The initial construction, corre-
sponding to the founding phase between 566 and 569,
produced a huge complex defined by monk’s dormitories on
the east, west, and north, and one-bay-deep corridors on
the south. The earliest architectural traces of the northern
enclosing structures show a unique repetitive linear
arrangement different from any known dormitory site of
early Korean monasteries. (Hollenweger, 1999) has
Fig. 1 Reconstructed layouts of Hwangryongsa by the Excav
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generally associated them with the former palace buildings
that were converted into dormitories between 553 and 566
when the other three sides of the enclosing structures were
built. (Nakanishi, 2010) has argued another possibility that
they had not yet been adapted for monastic use until the
completion of the central image hall in 584. On the central
axis stood with central gate, pagoda, and image hall. Two
rows of one-bay-deep intermediate corridors, connecting
the southern corridors with the northern dormitories,
divided the large courtyard into three parallel courtyards.

It is believed that Hwangryongsa underwent extensive
reconstruction between 574 and 645, as the result of which
almost no structure previously built remained. To accom-
modate the sixteen-foot-tall �S�akyamuni triad, the image
hall was enlarged to a monumental scale of nine-by-four
bays with a subsidiary verandah attached on all four sides.
Shortly after its completion in 584, two image halls were
constructed on the east and west. The intermediate corri-
dors were removed accordingly, offering the monastery a
single courtyard configuration. In the following decades,
the monastery’s enclosing structures were transformed.
The first major change, probably completed before 643,
was the replacement of the northern dormitories by a grand
lecture hall, attached to buildings presumably for dwellings
of senior monks or tutorial rooms for dharma masters
(Hollenweger, 1999). Around the same period, the recon-
struction of the eastern and western dormitories began, the
transformation of which was likely to be done along with
the pagoda project as the reconstruction of the gate hall
and the adjoining southern corridors. When the magnificent
pagoda was eventually erected, the entire compound of
Hwangryongsa had been enclosed by two-bay-deep corri-
dors on the eastern, western, and southern sides.

The layout transformation, however, remains a subject
of scholarly debate mainly because of the unusual absence
of main buildings in the lateral courtyards. Hollenweger
interpreted the plan as an intention to separate the
monastic quarters away from the central ceremonial
space, but this interpretation is obviously unsatisfactory
for dormitories behind the central image hall were still
part of the central courtyard (Hollenweger, 1999). Several
Korean historians otherwise argued for an earlier con-
struction date of the eastern and western halls to the
founding period, 553 to 569 (Chang, 1991; Yang, 2004).
This proposition is challenged again by the fact that the
ation Team (Cultural Properties Research Institute, 1984).
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earliest eastern image hall was a seven-bay structure
attached by a four-sided verandah. If such a building
predated the 574e584 reconstruction, it would be totally
unnecessary to enlarge the central image hall which
should have already been a structureedue to the rela-
tively greater importanceelarger than seven-bay, i.e.,
nine-bay at least (Chen, 2012). By a careful examination of
the excavated site, Japanese scholar Nakanishi cast light
on the dating problem. He noticed traces of column
foundations that suggest the existence of transversal wing
structure in the western intermediate corridor (Fig. 2)
(Nakanishi, 2010). The wing corridor, permitting a
connection of central and western courtyards, were
positioned precisely in align with the southernmost bay of
the western image hall. Nakanishi considered this archi-
tectural detail, which was overlooked in the previous
study, as a significant indication that the intermediate
corridors were built to serve the three image halls. In
other words, the three-parallel-courtyard and the three-
image-hall compositions were very likely to be simulta-
neous developments between 574 and 584 (Fig. 3).

Although Nakanishi provides a convincing dating of the
three-hall-three-courtyard composition, his consideration
regarding the first construction dates of several major
buildings seems to be insufficiently justified. Given the fact
that no traces of earlier central image hall, western image
Fig. 2 Excavation plan of the western intermediate corridor, the c
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hall, and pagoda were found on the excavated site, he
questioned the presumption of their existence in the
excavation report and suggested alternatively that the
eastern image hall might be the only main structure of the
pre-574 Hwangryongsa. The problem of his reconstruction,
however, mainly lies in the monastery’s incomplete and
asymmetrical layout, which was very unlikely to be
described as “finished” as the record of its construction in
Samguk sagi.

Revisiting the layout transformation of Hwangryongsa
leads to the following conclusions (Fig. 4): The first con-
struction period, 553 to 569, is that a gate, pagoda, and
image hall stood on a line, with one-bay-deep corridors east
and west of the gate and dormitories connecting the cor-
ridors and then running north and west and east to define
an enclosed courtyard. By the first rebuilding period, 574 to
584, image halls stood east and west of the enlarged image
hall, with intermediate corridors separating them into
three parallel courtyards. The progress of construction
during the following sixty years is not precisely known; one
can only speculate building activities of the addition of a
lecture hall behind the central image hall, and the gradual
replacement of the eastern and western dormitories to
two-bay-deep corridors. Years between 643 and 645 not
only saw the re-erection of the pagoda, but the elimination
of the intermediate corridors and the complete
entral image hall, and the western image hall (Nakanishi, 2010).



Fig. 3 Reconstructed layouts of Hwangryongsa by Akira Nakanishi (Nakanishi, 2010).

Fig. 4 Layout transformation of Hwangryongsa, author’s drawings with modifications after the Excavation Team (Cultural
Properties Research Institute, 1984).

Z. Xu
transformation of the eastern and western corridors. The
gate and corridors also were moved southward at this time
to accommodate the renovations.

3. Understanding the layout transformation
within the sixth-century Chinese Buddhist
ritual reform

Unlike the robust and continuing interests in seeking
possible models that may contribute to the development of
the three-hall-one-pagoda composition of Hwangryongsa,
there are only few scholarly attempts given to interpret its
Fig. 5 The change of key buildings during the
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layout transformation between 553 and 645 (Fig. 5). Hol-
lenweger recalls the founding legend and explains the
change was probably motivated by dissatisfaction with the
first construction that was organized like a palatial com-
pound and thus could not properly accommodate rituals
that represented the aspirations of state Buddhism in Silla
(Hollenweger, 1999). The other interpretation, considering
that Hwangryongsa was originally planned as a three-hall-
one-pagoda composition, is given in two independent
studies, in which the first construction was understood as
an ongoing project that was yet to be finished until 584
(Nakanishi, 2010; Lee, 2021).
layout transformation between 553 and 645.



1 There is virtually no record of One-Hundred-Seat Assembly
performed before the mid-sixth century China, however, material
evidence at Dunhuang manuscripts, i.e., four hand-writing copies
of the Benevolent Kings S�utra by Yuanrong the Prince Dongyang
between 530 and 531, is likely to suggest considerable popularity
that the s�utra enjoyed among the upper class of Northern Wei (Wei,
2016).
2 Chŏngr�ungsa, consisting of several corridor-enclosed court-

yards, is the only known site of Koguryŏ monastery that discovered
building remains of courtyard boundaries (Hollenweger, 1999).
Because Chŏngr�ungsa was a royal institution serving multiple pur-
poses as monastery, palace, and tomb, its use of corridor is much
less religiously significant but more likely to be borrowed from
palace architectural language. Similar practice was also seen in
Northern Wei’s capital - a map for those of us not familiar with the
location in China might be beneficial and is recommended to be
added., where Buddhist monastery converted from princely
mansion was corridor-enclosed compound as well.
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Describing the founding layout of Hwangryongsa as
either secular or unfinished is apparently problematic due
to its inconsistency with the historical documents as both
Samguk yusai and Samguk sagi made clear statements that
construction work of the monastery had been completed by
the end of 560s (Nakanishi, 2010). Also, one can hardly
imagine that an enormous monastery as such had been
extensively reconstructed only five years after over-
decade-long construction without any significant reason.
In fact, little attempt has been made to consider both the
founding and reconstruction layouts as thoughtful works of
design in which different spatial needs of Buddhist ritual
programs could be satisfied. Yet, with few exceptions,
scholars have not looked to the roles of monastic leaders
might have played in the construction and the distinctive
ritual traditions they followed to understand the trans-
formation of Hwangryongsa.

Hwangryongsa is widely believed to be the embodiment
of Silla’s state-protection Buddhism, in which the royal
ritual of One-Hundred-Seat Assembly was staged to promise
the enduring prosperity of the kingdom (McBride, 2008).
This ritual was introduced to and first practiced by Hyer-
yang in 551, a Koguryŏ émigré and Buddhist monk who was
appointed the Chief of Monks (s�ungt’ong) of Silla state. As
the leading monastic advisor to King Chinh�ung and probably
the first abbot of Hwangryongsa, Hyeryang must have
played a significant role in its founding construction, which
made his conception of ritual space crucial for under-
standing the pre-574 layout. Although we are not sure what
was contained in Hyeryang’s program of the dharma as-
sembly, it was undoubtedly modeled after ritual practices
observed in such medieval northern Chinese states as the
Former Qin (350e394) and Northern Wei (386e534) through
their overarching influence over Koguryŏ Buddhist culture
(McBride, 2008, 2014).

The One-Hundred-Seat Assembly for the Recitation of
the Benevolent Kings S�utra (Inwang-gyŏng paekkojwa kan-
ghoe, hereafter as One-Hundred-Seat Assembly) is the
ritualized chanting or recitation of the “Protecting the
State” chapter (Huguo pin) of the Benevolent Kings S�utra by
one hundred eminent dharma masters (McBride, 2014). The
scripture, first translated in the early-fourth century
(Orzech, 1995; Yang, 2016), stipulates that the monks and
laymen commissioning the ritual are to (1) adorn a ritual
arena by setting up one hundred Buddha images, one hun-
dred bodhisattva images, one hundred arhat images; (2)
invite one hundred dharma masters to sit on lion-roar high
seats, in front of the images, to expound the Benevolent
Kings S�utra twice a day; (3) offerings of one-hundred lan-
terns, one hundred types of burning incense, and one
hundred colored flowers are made to the Three Treasures,
while offerings of food and clothes are made to the dharma
masters (Kum�araj�ıva, 1934). This scripture promises that if
a king practices the method, there will be one hundred
demon families to protect the country from disasters and
difficulties.

The prescribed ritual program, suggesting a spatial or-
ganization in temporary settings of numerous images and
seats for dharma masters, shows a remarkable resemblance
to lecture assembly observed in the fourth- and fifth-
century Chinese practice. A typical example of such is
seen in Tanxisi at Xiangyang, a Buddhist monastery built by
33
the famous monk Dao’an in 377 (Huijiao, 1934). Its main
hall, dedicated to enshrining a colossal gilt-bronze statue of
�S�akyamuni, also served arena for dharma lectures, during
which, alongside seats for dharma masters, a number of
smaller images were venerated with offerings of incense,
banners, and canopies provided. Given the importance of
Dao’an and his monastic community, we can reasonably
expect a similar arrangement for the performance of the
One-Hundred-Seat Assembly in North China, even though
very little is known about its actual practice.1

In the history of Chinese Buddhist architecture, Daoan’s
ritual practice is more notable for encompassing a monas-
tery plan prevalent under the Northern dynasties between
the fourth and mid-sixth centuries, characterized by situ-
ating several principal buildings in a courtyard enclosure
that was surrounded by monastic dormitories (Xu, 2020).
Hwangryongsa’s founding layout, in terms of the forms of
the enclosing structures and principal buildings, shares
many attributes of this spatial paradigm. In these rich
connections, Hyeryang was reasonably to be the key person
who introduced the Northern Chinese tradition from
Koguryŏ to Silla. Likewise, it is his vision to perform the
One-Hundred-Seat Assembly in the central image hall
(before it was reconstructed in 574) as what Dao’an had
organized at the Tanxisi dharma assembly. The discussion
can, moreover, provide critical insight to challenge our
understanding of Koguryŏ monasteries, in which a pre-
sumption of the extensive use of corridor enclosure always
exists.2

Rather than maintaining the Northern Chinese tradition,
Hwangryongsa’s reconstruction was carried out under
increasing influence of Buddhist culture from the southern
Chinese states. As Chen Tao and Kim Lena have observed,
the legend of King A�soka’s dispatch of gold for casting
�S�akyamuni triad was not entirely far-fetched but could
suggest a close relationship with South China, where the
worship and making of miraculous King A�soka Image was
invented (Kim, 1979; Chen, 2012). This connection should
not be understood as exceptional, but rather part of a
broader forces that contributed to the formation of Silla
Buddhist practice (Sin, 2001). Literary sources report the
first diplomatic contact between Silla and the Chinese
Southern Liang dynasty in 521 (Yao, 1973). The following
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decades saw a growing number of Silla monks traveling to
the Liang and Chen for the study and pilgrimage, bringing
not only a flood of Buddhist scriptures, commentaries, and
sacred images, but also their personal experiences of grand
dharma assemblies the Chinese emperors staged in the
imperial palaces and monasteries at Jiankang (Huang,
2015). These Southern Chinese ritual models inspired the
Silla rulers to foster Buddhist religion as agents of royal
authority, a prominent example of which was King Pŏph�ung
(r. 514e540) and King Chinh�ung’s imitation of the Liang and
Chen emperors for their performance of worldly renuncia-
tion (Sin, 2001).

In this context, the One-Hundred-Seat Assembly prac-
ticed under the Chen is particularly important for our dis-
cussion of Hwangryongsa. The first recorded assembly was
convoked in 559 in Taijidian compound, the main audience
hall of the imperial palace at Jiankang, under the decree of
Emperor Wudi of Chen (r. 557e559), later developing into a
bi-annual ceremony practiced throughout the reign of Chen
dynasty (Fig. 6) (Zhipan, 1934). The assembly, according to
fragmentary information extant in the seventh-century
monastic biographies, lasted for seven days and nights
with activities attended by thousands of monks, including
lavish donations, maigre feast, bodhisattva ordination,
emperor’s self-renunciation, one-hundred-seat dharma
lectures, and one-thousand-lantern offerings (Daoxuan,
1934). Among these activities, the lantern offerings were
particularly emphasized in varied forms of the set phrase
“one thousand lanterns in seven nights,” which is notable
as a similar development was observed in Silla. In Dongsa
Gangmok, an eighteenth-century compilation of Korea
Fig. 6 Taijidian compound in the Jiankang palac
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history, the performance of One-Hundred-Seat assembly is
described as follows (An, 1970):

When the One-Hundred-Seat assembly was first
convoked in Silla, it was an annual event held in the
eleventh month of each year. Monks and laymen would
congregate in the courtyard. A lantern wheel is set up
there with incense and lanterns on two sides (left and
right). Two ornamental awnings are erected to perform a
repertoire of operas, music, and dances for blessings.

Recent scholarship treats this account as the evidence
that, Lantern Festival, the Silla folk celebration for good
harvest, had been incorporated into the One-Hundred-Seat
assembly as early as Hyeryang’s performance in 551
(Nakanishi, 2010). However, because Samguk saji reports
that the first Lantern Festival in Hwangryongsa is dated to
622, the late-Chosŏn account of Dongsa Gangmok is likely
to be anachronistic imposition of the ritual program post-
date 584 onto a period when these features did not
appear (Yi, 1978). In fact, if scholars had ever drawn
attention to the great influence Silla court and monastic
community received from Southern China, they would
easily associate the early practice of lantern offerings with
the Chen imperial model. The ceremonial use of courtyard
space in the Hwangryongsa One-Hundred-Seat assembly,
echoing the ritual-spatial reform seen in the sixth-century
Liang and Chen imperial monasteries, further confirms
this historical connection.

Chinese Buddhist architecture underwent profound
transformation in the sixth and seventh centuries, in which
monasteries featuring corridor-enclosed courtyards
e, 502e52, author’s drawing after (Fu, 2009).
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prevailed and eventually became the ideal layout of the
Tang monasteries (Xu, 2020). This spatial practice, initiated
by Emperor Liang Wudi for his grand pañcav�arṣika dharma
assemblies in Tongtaisi, was undoubtedly imitated by the
succeeding Chen rulers in their One-Hundred-Seat assembly
at Taijidian compound, which, as I have elaborated else-
where, served the model for the Liang architectural plan of
Tongtaisi’s central cloister (Fig. 7) (Xu, 2020). From this
close connection we can imagine how the Chen assembly
was spatially organized: the chair lecturer expounded s�utra
teachings to the emperor and court officials in the main
audience hall; thousands of prominent scholar-monks sat
within the corridors that enclosed the compound; the lan-
tern offerings were set up in the courtyard. Historically, at
least three government-sponsored monks studying in Liang
and Chen, namely, Kakdŏk, Myŏnggwan, and Anhong, had
returned to Silla before or slightly later than 574 when the
reconstruction started.3 Chronologically it is possible for
them to attend the Tongtaisi or the Taijidian assembly in
person during their stay in Jiankang and should have played a
significant role in the process of ritual knowledge
introduction.

In this sense, under the 574e584 reconstruction lies an
intention to depart from the older Northern Chinese prac-
tice and to shape a royal Buddhist ceremonial center
comparable to the Southern Chinese imperial paradigm.
While the construction of the three image halls exhibited a
case of direct borrowing from the Taijidian compound at
Jiankang, the addition of the intermedia corridors could be
better understood as the result of the compromise between
encircling the courtyard with corridors and maintaining the
three-sided monastic dormitories.

The eclectic approach that characterized the layout as
transitional or syncretic was also reflected in the spatial and
functional organization of the central image hall. The nine-
by-four-bay ground plan of the enlarged building was orga-
nized into outer bays and a slightly elevated core for a
seven-by-two-bay spacious altar. In the center of the altar,
a rectangular area of about 10.9 m by 5.45 m was elevated
again, on which stood the huge gilt-bronze �S�akyamuni triad.
On each side to the left and right of the main triad there are
eight minor figures: five were aligned along the back of the
altar; two stood on the lateral side, and one in front of the
five rear images (Fig. 8) (Hollenweger, 1999). Earlier schol-
arship tends to identify these minor images contemporary
with the main triad, however, recent examination on the
stone bases suggests otherwise that most of them were clay
sculptures likely to be added during the 643e645 recon-
struction (Han, 2010). As for the seemingly odd emptiness of
3 Kakdŏk entered Liang to study Buddhism and returned to Silla in
549 with the Liang official Shen Hu for delivering Buddha’s relics. It
is not clear about when he arrived in China, but probably along
with the only recorded Silla embassy to the Liang in 521 (Gakhun,
2016; Kim, 1971; Yao, 1973). In 565, Emperor Wendi of the Chen
sent ambassador Liu Si and monk Myŏnggwan to deliver over 2700
fascicles of Buddhist scriptures. See ibid. In 576, Anhung entered
Chen to study Buddhism and returned to Silla with Indian monk
Vimala to deliver the bringing the Lank�avat�ara s�utra, the
�Sr�ım�al�adev�ı Siṃhan�ada s�utra, and the Buddha’s relics (Gakhun,
2016).

35
the lower altar, given the fact that the rear lecture hall was
yet to be built several decades later, one plausible expla-
nation would be that these were ritual spaces reserved for
the disposition of the numerous small images and dharma
masters’ seats in the One-Hundred-Seat assembly. Here we
find an uncanny resonance with the old spatial tradition
centuries earlier (e.g., the fourth-century Tanxisi assem-
bly), notably differing from the sixth-century Chinese state
monasteries in the mature form of, exemplified by the main
halls of Yongningsi and Tongtaisi, arraying a group of co-
lossal images lengthwise across the entire building front. Its
historical connection with particular Chinese model will be
discussed in the following section.

The southern Chinese model continued its influence
between 584 and 643, demonstrated by the practice of
adding the rear lecture hall and gradually converting the
lateral monastic dormitories into corridors. Presumably this
transformation was oversaw by monk Wŏn’gwang
(555e638), the political advisor and religious preceptor of
King Chinpyŏng (Mohan, 2006). After twenty-five years
study in Jiankang and Suzhou, Wŏn’gwang returned to Silla
in 605, resided in Hwangryongsa, and was very likely
appointed as the abbot of the monastery (Gakhun, 2016;
Daoxuan, 1934). His convocation of the One-Hundred-Seat
assembly in 613, at the request of the Sui envoy Wang
Shiyi, involved a political agenda to showcase Silla’s
mastery of Chinese culture, in which the reconstructed,
Southern Chinese style Hwangryongsa offered the most
perfect embodiment of such advancement (Kim, 1971).
Nevertheless, as an attendee of the Chen Taijidian assem-
bly, Wŏn’gwang was unlikely to be satisfied with the
awkward division of the three courtyards.4 Besides, juxta-
posing the dharma masters with the sacred images on the
altar would also be perceived as deviant practices by any
seventh-century standard of Chinese Buddhism. In other
words, Chajang’s reconstruction project between 643 and
645, except for the nine-story pagoda, is to large extent a
continuation of what Wŏn’gwang had anticipated. Once
these ancillary works were completed, Chajang could
manage to preside the One-Hundred-Seat assembly in the
lecture hall with other dharma masters delivering lectures
in the auxiliary rooms, leaving the central image hall with
spaces for a dense program of statues (Daoxuan, 1934);
while the entire courtyard, fronted by the three image halls
and enclosed by the two-bay-deep corridors, were solely
for the grand public celebration of lantern offerings around
the central magnificent wooden pagoda.

4. Hwangryongsa and Tongtaisi: an intricate
entanglement

There is a fair amount of concerns given to whether
particular models existed in China or Korea peninsula for
4 According to his biography in Xu Gaosengzhuan, Wŏn’gwang
arrived Jiankang in 580, and was ordained as a monk under the
Chen imperial decree. The close connection with the Chen court
must allow him to attend the Taijidian assembly, for instance, the
famous one held on the year 585 in which Tiantai Master Zhiyi
lectured on the Benevolent Kings S�utra.



Fig. 7 The central cloister of Tongtaisi, seating arrangement of the great dharma assembly of 533.

5 Yongningsi is hardly the actual model of the founding Hwan-
gryongsa, not only because it was demolished two decades earlier
than Hwangyongsa’s construction, but because the dense program
of statues in its main image hall, as the record of Luoyang qielanji
shows, was less likely to be applied in Hwangryongsa until the
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Hwangryongsa to copy. Several hypotheses have been
broadly suggested, mainly based on the typological analogy
of how the pagoda and the image hall were positioned.
These connections can be problematic in two ways: first,
the narrow scope of inquiry solely on the principal buildings;
and second, the general lack of conclusive evidence on how
such model was introduced and became accessible to Silla
audience. As a typical example of the first case, the idea
that the founding layout of Hwangryongsa seem to have
followed the Paekche monastery type with a single pagoda
and a single image hall, proposed by the excavation team,
failed to pay careful attention to architectural forms of the
enclosing structures. However, in contrast to the founding
Hwangryongsa, all the known Paekche sites that have
identified relevant building traces unanimously enclosed
their principal courtyards with corridors rather than dor-
mitories (Hollenweger, 1999; Li, 2009). The three models for
Hwangryonsa’s three-image-hall period, namely the Mir�uksa
at Paekche, the Changshasi at Jiangling (near present-day
Jingzhou), and the Taijidian compound at Northern Wei
Luoyang, are unlikely either. Mir�uksa was founded under the
reign of King Mu roughly between 600 and 620, several de-
cades later than 584 (Hollenweger, 1999). Changshasi,
originally built by Tanyi in the fourth century, was reported
in Daoxuan’s Ji shenzhou sanbao gantonglu that its three-
hall plan was the result of the 595 reconstruction (Ishida,
36
1973). (Chen, 2012) tends to date this plan earlier to the
fourth century by drawing a connection with Shang-
mingdongsi, the twin monastery of Changshasi which was
believed to adopt the three-hall plan as early as 370s. This
conclusion is problematic, however, because the only tex-
tual source Lüxiang gantongzhuan is a collection of super-
natural stories full of the historical and the visionary, and
was thus hardly taken as credible if no further evidence is
provided. Lastly, for the Luoyang Taijidian suggested by
(Yang, 2004), virtually no record can support any direct
contact between Silla and the Northern Wei.

The meticulous analysis that unfolds a close connec-
tion between Hwangryongsa and the medieval Buddhist
architectural-ritual reform provides a critical insight to this
contention. The founding layout is best understood against
the indirect link with the early sixth century Northern Chi-
nese practice, such as what is seen in the famous Yongningsi
monastery (516e534) at Luoyang, even though no specific
model could be further suggested.5 In the changing religious
seventh century.



Fig. 8 Plan of the central image hall, Hwangryongsa, author’s drawing after the Excavation Team (Cultural Properties Research
Institute, 1984).
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context between 574 and 645, the reconstruction was car-
ried out under a strong intention to emulate the Chen per-
formance of the One-Hundred-Seat assembly. Taijidian
palace compound of the Southern Chinese capital, the
designated venue of the state ritual, undoubtedly provides
an excellent paradigm for Silla to follow.

From a broader perspective, Hwangryongsa occupies a
unique position in history as the last East Asian monastery
to imitate the paradigm of Taijidian three-hall complex.
This practice was initiated by Emperor Liang Wudi in his
construction of Tongtaisi at 519 and was only seen in the
most supreme Buddhist establishment. In Chinese palace
architecture, the three-hall complex, consisting of a main
hall and east and west side halls standing in a line facing a
corridor-enclosed courtyard, was the ideal plan (Taijidian
dongxitang zhidu) for the emperor’s audience hall since the
early third century (Liu, 2007). It was abandoned inten-
tionally by Emperor Wendi of Sui (r. 581e604) to envision a
new imperial order for the reunified China. In his newly
founded capital Daxing, the three halls were organized
along the central axial line of the palace, leaving the
courtyard fronted solely by the main audience hall.
Accordingly, this layout was no longer used in Chinese
monastery. The grand monastery compound depicted in
Daoxuan’s Illustrated Scripture of Jetavana Vih�ara of
�Sr�avast�ı in Central India (Zhong tianzhu sheweiguo
qihuansi tujing) clearly marks this paradigmatic shift (Ho,
1995). In this sense, Hwangryongsa, the Silla version of
37
Tongtaisi, had been archaic at the time of the completion
of the construction in 645.

In addition to the palace model, a hitherto unnoticed
relationship with Tongtaisi, the state monastery of the
Liang between 527 and 549, can be found if we bring
attention to the sharp spatial contrast between the enor-
mous central image hall and its sparse veneration program,
which has been discussed earlier, in association with the
legendary A�soka dispatch of gold for casting the �S�akyamuni
triad. As the only feature deviating the 584 Hwangryongsa
significantly from the late sixth-century Chinese practice,
this obsolete organization should not be merely understood
as a continuation of the older tradition but also bear
greater historical significance (Chen, 2012)’s argumenta-
tion, albeit leading to a problematic conclusion, remains
valuable from this analytic point of view by suggesting a
close connection between Hwangryongsa and the monas-
tery that housed the most sacred King A�soka Image in the
history of Northern and Southern Dynasties.

It is not difficult to find that this miraculous King A�soka
Image had been venerated in two monasteries, i.e., Chang-
shasi and Tongtaisi (Rhie, 2002). According to various
monastic accounts, this image appeared north of the Jingz-
hou city in 394, and monk Tanyi, the abbot of Changshasi,
ordered his disciples to carry the image to Changshasi. In
532, Emperor Liang Wudi invited the image from Jiangling to
Jiankang. He personally went out 18 li from the city to
receive the image, worshipped it in the palace for three days
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and then installed it at Tongtaisi. A shrine compound con-
sisting of the Miraculous Image Hall and two side halls was
commissioned at the northeast corner of Tongtaisi to house
the image (Fig. 9). The Miraculous Image Hall was laid out
three bays wide and crowned with a two-sloped roof (sanjian
liangxia). A canopied throne decorated with seven jewels
and two gilt-bronze Bodhisattvas were made for the image.
Another piece of description from the same paragraph in-
forms architectural form of the three halls as chongge, a
special type of multistory structure with an elevated floor
raised on piles of pillars, which followed the popular prac-
tice seen in contemporary Southern Chinese cases for
buildings used to enshrine miraculous images. In 547 Em-
peror Wu convoked the grand lecture assembly in Tongtaisi.
When at dusk he came to the Miraculous Image Hall, the
image emitted great light, illuminating the landscape with
golden light which lasted to midnight. The image stayed at
Tongtaisi until the end of the Liang reign in 552, after which
it was taken back to Changshasi.

Unlike Tongtaisi, there is little information available
about what architectural and iconographic programs were
made for the image in Changshasi before the monastery was
burnt down in the 564 fire disaster. The scant attention paid
to Changshasi may reflect, as some existing scholarship has
pointed out, that Jiankang Buddhist elites, who produced
most of the sixth-century monastic texts, emphasized the
superiority of their own tradition and thus had much less
interest in Buddhist practices carried out by their Jiangling
colleagues (Chen, 2019). This could be a great barrier to Silla
Fig. 9 Layout
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pilgrims’ access to Jiangling Buddhism: after all, Jiankang
was the place in which most of their knowledge about Chi-
nese Buddhism was obtained. Moreover, the military
confrontation between Jiangling and Jiankang after the fall
of Liang in 555 makes it almost impossible for any foreign
monk at Chen to travel there until the Sui unification. By
contrast, Tongtaisi enjoyed tremendous international pres-
tige as Emperor Wudi’s designated platform for staging the
magnificent ritual program of self-renunciation and dharma
assembly. These public events were also open to foreign
monks and envoys, in front of whom the emperor was able to
demonstrate his authority as the universal ruler of China.
More significantly, the Miraculous Image Hall miraculously
escaped from the fire disaster that nearly destroyed the
entire Tongtaisi in the fourth month of 546 and remained
intact until the Sui demolition of Jiankang city in 589 (Yao,
1973; Daoxuan, 1934). In this context we can reasonably
expect frequent visits there by Silla monks during the second
half of the sixth century.

By incorporating the Taijidian and the Miraculous Image
Hall, Silla builders successfully employed the twofold
model to imbue Hwangryongsa with imagery of spectacular
Chinese imperial monastery. First of all, the common use
of the three-hall composition allows the secular and reli-
gious models to offer an alternative, not necessarily
competing, type of monastery plan. On the level of ar-
chitecture and ritual, the palace complex satisfied the
spatial demand of the grand performance of courtyard
ritual and the pursuit of architectural monumentality;
of Tongtaisi.



Table 2 A concise chronology of Hwangryongsa’s layout transformation between 553 and 645.

Year Construction Events Key Plans Remarks

553 King Chinh�ung founded
Hwangryongsa at a site intended
for palace.

569 The construction was completed,
producing a single courtyard
compound (three-sided monastic
dormitories and one-sided
corridors) with a gate hall,
pagoda, and image hall standing
on the central axis.

Under the supervision of Koguryŏ monk, the
Northern Chinese model of Buddhist monastery
plan and ritual-spatial program prevalent in the
early sixth century was adopted.

574 King Chinh�ung commissioned the
reconstruction of the image hall to
house the colossal gilt-bronze
images of �S�akyamuni triad.

584 The reconstruction was
completed. The central image hall
was enlarged, with two more
image halls added to its east and
west and being separated by
intermediate corridors into three
parallel courtyards.

The reconstruction was motivated under the
intention to emulate imperial ritual space
organization that was newly developed in the
Chinese Southern Dynasties of Liang and Chen.
The prominent Taijidian Compound of Jiankang
Palace as the venue of One-Hundred-Seat
assembly, and the Ruixiangdian of Tongtaisi as
the veneration place of the miraculous King
A�soka Image, the information of which was
likely to be introduced by Silla pilgrim monks,
served as the primary models of the three-hall,
corridor-enclosed plan of Hwangryongsa. The
emulation was characterized as incomplete
and syncretic in several ways, i.e., the oddly
empty altar of the central image hall and the
retaining of peripheral monastic dormitories.

643 A lecture hall had been added
behind the central image hall by
removing some northern monastic
dormitories; the lateral
dormitories were partially
converted to corridors. Queen
Sŏndŏk commissioned the re-
erection of the pagoda into a nine-
storied monument.

The transformation towards the ideal of
Southern Chinese state monastery ritual form
continued under the supervision of monk
Wŏn’gwang, not only by converting the lateral
monastic dormitories into corridors but also by
relocating the dharma masters’ seats from the
image hall to the newly-built lecture hall.

645 The nine-storied pagoda project
was completed. The intermediate
corridors were removed; the
lateral dormitories and the
southern corridors were fully
converted to thee-sided double-
bay corridors; the gate hall was
enlarged.

The complete form of the three-hall, corridor-
enclosed plan was eventually brought in 645 by
monk Chajang, by the time of which the
courtyard-centered ritual program had swept
the reunified China but the three-hall
composition had been abandoned, making
Hwangryongsa a mixture of the old and the
new.
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lacking a permanent veneration program in the main
audience hall could be its only inadequacy for Buddhist
borrowing. On the level of iconography, the miraculous
39
King A�soka Image triad could inject sacred imagery into
the central image hall, however, its humble scale and
special building type would be deemed unsuitable for a
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state monastery. This combinatory nature characterizes
the design of Hwangryongsa in a distinctive way differing
from direct imitation.

5. Concluding remarks

Studying the construction history of Hwangryongsa in as-
sociation with the ritual program change sheds light on the
understanding of many obscure phenomenon in the intri-
cate course of its layout transformation: the addition of
intermediate corridors, the replacement of the lateral
dormitories with corridors, and the oddly empty image altar
of the central image hall. Silla, the last of the Three Korean
Kingdoms to receive Buddhism, developed characteristics
of its doctrinal teachings, ritual, and devotional practices
through diverse sources it obtained from the neighboring
states and dynasties (Table 2). While the early sixth century
Buddhist ritual performed at the Silla state monastery was
largely under the immediate influence of Chinese Northern
tradition, the increasingly close contacts Silla monastics
established with Chinese Southern dynasties of Liang and
Chen in the second half of the century brought profound
changes, leading to a thorough reorganization of the
monastic architectural spaces.

This reorganization, in turns, albeit several decades
later, precisely mirrored the medieval China’s architectural
reform of Buddhist rituals. Although the Sui monastery
Linggansi at Daxing also marked such reform (Xu, 2020),
Hwangryongsa enjoyed a more prominent role not merely
as the only known case outside China but also as the last
follower of the magnificent three-hall composition used in
the Southern Chinese imperial palace and state Buddhist
monastery. The sixth and seventh centuries is the end of
the centuries-long disunion in China and an epoch that saw
the decline of the old traditions and the rise of the new. In
this sense, Hwangryongsa served, unexpectedly, as a
foreign witness to this critical and transient moment in East
Asia’s political, religious, and architectural history.
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