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A study on a fly-whisk of the late Joseon Dynasty

Lee Seul Ki

Department of Cultural Assets
The Graduate School

Gyeongju University

(Supervised by Professor Lim, Young Ae)

(Abstract)

In portraits of Buddhist monks from the late Joseon Dynasty, the
monk is holding attributes such as a fly-whisk, staff and Buddhist
rosary. Among these typical attributes, the fly-whisk is the subject of the
study. This study is focused on the cultural meaning of the fly-whisk as
well as its specific feature from the 18%century to the late Joseon
Dynasty.

The fly-whisk was originally a symbol from the Hindu religion that
Buddhist later incorporated. It has cross-cultural features and various
meanings. For instance, it was not only used as a tool to sweep the
insects but also represented as a symbol of sweeping away ignorance
and other delusive thoughts. The earliest fly-whisk found in Korea was
shown as an attribute in Seokguram Grotto’'s Brahma and Indra during
the Unified Silla period. the fly-whisk can be found in Chunsoogwaneum
from the Goryeo Dynasty and the portraits of Buddhist monks from the
Joseon Dynasty.

Much of the portraits in which the fly-whisk was held by a monk are
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remained in the 18%century. From the best of my research, I discovered
that a number of fly-whisks in twenty-four portraits of Buddhist monks
were found in the temple of Pongjong-sa, Pomod-sa, Songgwang-sa,
Haein-sa Yongch'u-sa, Taeguk-sa, Wolchong-sa, Tonghwa-sa and
T'ongdo-sa. Also, three of actual fly-whisks held by Saint Sa-myung
have been preserved in P'yoch'ung-sa temple.

In addition, there are three key features of the fly-whisk that can be
found in the late Joseon period. First, white colored fly-whisk. Second,
dragon’s head. Third, Yuso. Any fly-whisk described in the portraits of
Buddhist monks from the 18%century is all white colored and so is the
actual fly-whisk. Specifically, the one with a long handle has decorative
features, dragon’s head and Yuso.

The fly-whisk can also be seen from both of the Arhat Paintings and
the portraits of the literary men of Joseon period. Only difference
between these two and the portraits of Buddhist monks is that the
fly-whisk is described as relatively short in length with no decorations.

It seemed that the appearance of the fly-whisk in the portraits of
Buddhist monks had much to do with Zen Buddhism. According to the
Taegak Kuksa-Munjip and the Annals of Joseon Dynasty, the fly-whisk
was symbolized as a mark of the propagation of Buddhism and only
given to those who spread the message of Buddhism. The appearance of
the fly whisk in the Arhat Paintings is not very different from the one
appeared in the portraits of Buddhist monks. However, the literary men
from the Joseon Dynasty is a different case. In the portrait of the
literary official, Lee Hyeon-bo from the mid-Joseon period, he is holding
a fly-whisk in his right hand. According to the Annals of King Sejo, the
King granted a fly-whisk to those whom he favored.

The fly-whisk has been carried on from the period of Unified Silla to
modern times. It was not just any other tool that was given to a number of

people; it was a privilege only given to those who were favored by the King.
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