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A Study on Cremation Grave from the Era of Unified
Silla Dynasty around Gyeongju Area

Seok, Byoung - Cheul

Department of Cultural Resources Studies
The Graduate School
Gyeongju University

(Supervised by professor Kim, Chang Ho)

(Abstract)

Around the time when Silla dynasty unified the Three Kingdoms, there were
many changes brought about in policy, economy, culture and more. In particular,
grave form turned from stone-topped wooden coffin type to caved type in addition
to cremation grave as found on sites. It is estimated that the cremation of Silla
dynasty was a burial method occurring in concurrence with nationwide adoption of
Buddhism, and was settled in the society of our ancestors under the prevalent in-
fluence of Buddhism. That is, the cremation appeared in the late era of Three
Kingdoms with Buddhism accepted for the first time, and became propagated
gradually nationwide in the era of Unified Silla dynasty.

In terms of historical scope, this study on cremation grave was confined to the
era of Unified Silla dynasty, 1.e. the 7th to 9th century including the late 6th cen-
tury around Gyeongju area.

In view of the locations and distributions of cremation grave from the era of
Unified Silla dynasty around Gyeongju area, as grave form turns from stone-top-
ped wooden coffin type to caved stone chamber type, its location turns from plain
to mountainous region, and a similar tendency can be found in cremation grave as

well. Moreover, the distribution of cremation graves also shows aspects almost
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equivalent to that of caved stone chamber type and the location of royal
mausoleums.

This study addressed the structure of cremation grave and corresponding urn
broadly into 4 categories. First, the cremation grave can be divided into single
type( I) and double type(Il). In further detail, the former was divided again into
single type(1) and earthenware type(I A), while the latter was classified into
stone coffin with earthenware(wooden box) installed(IIA), double type with earth-
enware installed in earthenware(IIB), and double type with earthenware installed
in stone bhox(IIC).

Out of these categories, the structure of T A and IIA are found to be earliest
in historical period, and all the 4 types are found in relics from the A.D. 8th
century. Some of cremation graves based on 1A, IB and HOC structure are
found in the relics from the early A.D. 9th century, but cremation graves built af-
ter the period have been not yet found to date.

In terms of associations between cremation grave and Buddhism, cremation
graves were erected in certain time after Silla dynasty authorized the Buddhism
as national religion, which indicates a lapse required to adopt Buddhist cremation
turning from conservative burial system. And the cremation graves begin to be
built on full scale in the late 6th century or at least the early A.D. 7th century.
According to studies in Korean Buddhist pagodas, it is found that there were
many cases of stone coffin or chamber installed in grave in the era of Silla dy-
nasty and early era of Goryeo dynasty. And the early adoption of cremation grave
was found to be affected more by King Gyojong, not King Seonjong. In other
words, it 1s concluded that the cremation graves originated from the A.D. 6th and
A.D. 7th century were influenced much by King Gyojong.

Also, apart from the influence of Buddhism, it is estimated that King Munmu
adopted cremation in regard to his contemporary political and economic circum-
stances, as shown in the era of King Munmu delineated in <The Chronicles of the
Three States>. This implies that the cremation grave was adopted in Silla dy-
nasty with its political, economic and social circumstances reflected for the sake of

peninsular unification.

_70_



According to ancient literatures about the buried in cremation grave, it was
found that the buried include 8 kings and 1 Buddhist monk(Jajang). And epigraph
materials indicated 5 persons, ie. King Munmu, parents of Kim Ji-seong (6th
Dupum), Shinhaeng Seonsa and Jinghyo Daesa. Based on locations and distribution
of cremation grave, it is estimated that they are likely elites higher than Jin-gol
as the core of hierarchical power. In regard to structure of wrn, the case of an-
cient Chinese porcelains, urn with green oil lubricated, and ceramic 12 horary
icons around urn suggests that the buried belonged to considerable high classes.

As discussed above, this study addressed cremation graves in the era of Unified
Silla dynasty. It is concluded that the cremation graves originated from the late
A.D. 6th or the early A.D. 7th century and became popularized and erected in a
multitude around the A.D. 8th century. Some relics relevant to cremation grave
are found to come from the early A.D. 9th century, but there has been not yet
any finding of grave built after then. This trend is in same context with any type
of grave disappearing in the early 9th century with regard to grave system in the
era of Unified Silla dynasty.

Although there are some new findings concerned, there are still relatively few
cases of cremation grave. Hence, it will be necessary to collect more related data
in parallel with further studies in cremation grave in the era of Unified Silla
dynasty. Furthermore, although this study set up its target on Gyeongju area, it is
advisable to make in-depth studies into cremation graves on other areas and pos-—
sible associations between Buddhism and cremation in the era of Unified Silla

dynasty.
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