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A Study on Silla Clay Figurines

- Focusing on the Current Status and the Changes-
Son, Myeong soon

Department of Cultural Resources Studied
The Graduate School
Gyeongju University

(Supervised by Professor Kang, Bong Won)

(Abstract)

This study is focused on Silla clay figurines excavated from the stone lined
tombs in and in the vicinity of Hwangnam-dong, Gyeongju, Korea. A total of 451
clay figurines discovered from 40 sites were examined in terms of the types and
their changes over time from the perspectives of the time period and site function.

Silla clay figurines are divided into two different categories: before and after the
7th century. The clay figurines from the middle of the 5th to the 6th centuries
were about bcm tall, and attached to the earthenware in their form. In the case of
human figures, particular parts of the body were exaggerated or omitted. In the
mean time, singing, dancing and other entertaining gestures of human activities
were noticeable. Animal figures were made up of various species such as
mammals, fishes, birds and crustaceans. No figurine was discovered from the
high-mounded royal tombs of Silla. The majority of them were collected mainly
from the small or medium sized stone—compiled wooden chamber tombs and the
stone lined tombs. Those figurines of the earlier times found to date seem the
representation of human life, containing the expressions of human emotions of joy,

anger, sorrow and happiness. Especially, the expression of the scene of funeral
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ceremony can be interpreted as a desire to comfort the soul of the dead, and to
pray for reincarnation or for an eternal life in the afterlife.

Since the 7th century, many changes seem to have appeared in Silla clay
figurines in term of the types, the production techniques, the purpose of use and
so on. The independent type of human figurines taller than 10cm emphasizing
specific parts of the body disappeared, but they changed into the human form
which showed courteous manners with the hands clasped in the front. The animal
figurines of fish and crustacean disappeared, but the horseback riding figurines
and horse-shaped figurines increased in number. The manufacturing techniques
also changed into the hollow form in order to prevent figurines from cracking
during the firing process.

It is noted that the Old Silla clay figurines have strong characteristics of the
burial accessories, which were for shamanistic purpose or primitive prayer for the
eternal life of the dead. However, from the 7th century onwards, they have
changed and seem to have various characteristics. First, burial mound figures in
this time period appear to have functioned substitutes for the sacrificial burials to
serve the dead. Second, the horseback riding figurines and horse-shaped figurines
found from the dwelling sites are assumed to be used for rituals ceremonies.
Third, the early form of the attached to the earthenware type is not completely
discontinued, but they have been produced for the symbolic expression of
Buddhism. Lastly, due to introduction and prevalence of Buddhism, the clay
figurines seem to be transformed and developed into burial urns.

The changes in the clay figurines since the 7th century are interpreted as
related to the reduction of tombs in scale and the simplification of funeral
ceremony according to Buddhist beliefs. In particular, the construction of the
horizontal stone chamber, the prevalence of cremation and the appearance of the
burial urns seem to be a direct influence of Buddhism. In addition, the changes in
Silla clay figurines are also found in the course of the social changes, such as the
development of earthenware production technique, the prohibition of sacrificial

burials in 502 during King Jijeung reign, and the promulgation of laws by King

- 162 —



Beopheung in 520 when the society began to be governed by the ordinances not

by the customary laws.

keywords : Silla clay figurines, burial mound figures, burial accessories, Buddhism,

burial urns, social changes
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