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have dedicatory inscriptions although differing in dates and the name of some donors they share

similarities especially in main donors

The prominent donors are Yi Seong-gye and his second wife Lady Kang The

others include a monk Wol-am and two laymen Hwang Hui-seok and Hong

Yeong-tong Wol-am’s biography is not recorded in history but he is known as the

owner of a portrait of King Taejo and one of his closest associates Hwang Hui-seok and Hong

Yeong-tong were granted with Royal Certificate Conferring the Title of the Founding Officer of the

Joseon dynasty In the inscriptions of the caskets there are also the names of

people who were involved with the designing and making of the reliquaries Sim Ryong

whose name is inscribed on the bottom of the porcelain vessel was a potter who made a new

style of white porcelain at the Bangsan kiln in Gangwon-do Pak Ja cheong

whose name is inscribed on the octagonal pagoda-shaped casket was a famous architect and later

became the minister of the Board of Public Works Sim Ryong and Pak Ja-cheong were

also granted with the Royal Certificate Conferring the Title of the Founding Officer of the Joseon

dynasty They possibly took part in the production of the reliquaries as designers or as makers

since they were rewarded by Yi Seong-Gye after the foundation of the Joseon dynasty

In the inscriptions Yi Seong-Gye and his retinues express their wish to meet Maitreya and

create a new world of Maitreya by merits accumulated through their faithful relic veneration This

indicates that the donators had a devout faith in Maitreya and aspired for the opening of a new

world or a new kingdom A white porcelain incense burner and an incense casket were also

deposited together in the reliquaries In the late Goryeo period the practice of incense burial

prevailed among common people The practice of incense burial was closely related to the

anticipation of a new world to be founded by Maitreya Therefore the relic dedication at Mt

Geumgang can be thought as a religious and political symbol for the preparation of a new dynasty

by Yi Seong-Gye adhering to the belief of Maitreya and the hope of the people

Yi Seong-Gye himself was a faithful Buddhist and so were many of his retinues Although

Confucianism was predominant in the Joseon dynasty and records of Buddhist activities are scarce

during the early years of the new dynasty Buddhism was one of the most important ideologies in

the period The reliquaries donated by Yi Seong-Gye present the important but yet to have to be

known role of Buddhism and its adherents in the early Joseon dynasty

65

Abstract

A Study of Buddhist Reliquaries Donated by Yi Seong-gye

Joo Kyeongmi*

This paper is the first comprehensive research on Buddhist reliquaries donated by Yi Seong-

gye who became King Taejo in Joseon Dynasty The reliquaries now in the National

Museum of Korea were found inside a stone casket at Wolchul bong of Mt Geumgang

in 1932 They comprise a bronze bowl three silver objects and five white porcelain vessels Some

of them have long inscriptions that record the date donors and purpose of the installation

According to the inscriptions they were dedicated and installed by Yi Seong-gye and his retinues

who wished to meet Maitreya around 1390 1391 just before the foundation of the Joseon

dynasty This suggests that this relic veneration was done not only for Yi Seong-Gye’s religious

zeal but also for his political aspiration of establishing a new dynasty

This set of reliquaries consists of two silver caskets and one bronze bowl and one white

porcelain bowl with a lid The inner casket in the shape of a miniature Tibetan-style stupa is made

of silver and partly gilded Inside holds a glass cylinder where the sariras were originally

enshrined The outer casket in an octagonal pagoda is also made of silver and partly gilded and

inside it contains the Tibetan stupa shaped casket The outer casket would be placed in a bronze

bowl and then put inside a large white porcelain bowl with a lid All of the caskets and bowls

64
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This paper is the first comprehensive research on Buddhist reliquaries donated by Yi Seong-

gye who became King Taejo in Joseon Dynasty The reliquaries now in the National

Museum of Korea were found inside a stone casket at Wolchul bong of Mt Geumgang

in 1932 They comprise a bronze bowl three silver objects and five white porcelain vessels Some

of them have long inscriptions that record the date donors and purpose of the installation

According to the inscriptions they were dedicated and installed by Yi Seong-gye and his retinues

who wished to meet Maitreya around 1390 1391 just before the foundation of the Joseon

dynasty This suggests that this relic veneration was done not only for Yi Seong-Gye’s religious

zeal but also for his political aspiration of establishing a new dynasty

This set of reliquaries consists of two silver caskets and one bronze bowl and one white

porcelain bowl with a lid The inner casket in the shape of a miniature Tibetan-style stupa is made

of silver and partly gilded Inside holds a glass cylinder where the sariras were originally

enshrined The outer casket in an octagonal pagoda is also made of silver and partly gilded and

inside it contains the Tibetan stupa shaped casket The outer casket would be placed in a bronze

bowl and then put inside a large white porcelain bowl with a lid All of the caskets and bowls
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