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A Study on the Changes of the Buildings and
Buddhist Temple Layout of Bulguksa

Sin Jae-soo

Department of Cultural Assets
The Graduate School
Gyeongju University

Supervised by Professor Oh Se-deok

(Abstract)
This paper presents an investigation into the changes of the buildings and

Buddhist temple layouts at Bulguksa during the period from the former and
latter part of Joseon through the Japanese rule to modern times. The findings

were as follows regarding the changes to the Buddhist temple of Bulguksa.

As for changes to the Buddhist temple layout, the study first examined the
Buddhist temple layout during the former part of Joseon in 1490 and found
that before temple area, there was a manmade pond, Gupumyeonji, with two
stone bridges in the east and west of Daeseokdan. In the eastern area, there
were Cheongwoon and Baekwoon Bridges and Jaha Gate along the main
north-south axis, Jwagyeongru and Beomyeongru on the right and left side,
and Dabo and Seokga Pagodas in the east and west. Daewoongjeon stood at

the center with Museoljeon to its north. In the western area, there were the
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Yeonhwa and Chilbo Bridges and Anyang Gate along the north-south axis
with Woogyeongru in the west and Geukrakjeon in the center. There were
Hyangrojeon and Gwanghakjanggangsil in north, and Gwaneumjeon, Birojeon,
and Jijangjeon along the east-west axis in the section higher by a platform
north of Museoljeon. Obaekseongjungjeon and Cheonbuljeon were arranged

over the valley north of Gwaneumjeon.

Furthermore, the study examined the Buddhist temple layout of Bulguksa
during the latter part of Joseon in 1767 and found that most parts of the
Buddhist temple were burned down during Imjinwaeran with repair and
reconstruction continuing since the 17th century. The overall Buddhist temple
layout was similar to that of the former part of Joseon, but Beomyeongru,
Geukrakjeon, Gwaneumjeon, and Birojeon were reduced in size after
restoration. Siwangjeon was also constructed a a smaller size at the site of
Jijangjeon west of Birojeon. Eungjinjeon was built anew next to Gwaneumjeon
in the east, and Gwanghakjanggangsil, Obaekseongjungjeon, and Cheonbuljeon

were not restored.

Moreover, the study examined the Buddhist temple layout of Bulguksa
during the Japanese rule in 1918 and found stone structures, stone bridges,
Jaha Gate, Beomyeongru, and Anyang Gate in disorder before the deteriorated
temple area in the middle of confusion at the end of Joseon. Most of the
buildings collapsed, and only Daewoongjeon and Geukrakjeon managed to
survive. There was Dang, a living space for Buddhist monks, next to these
two buildings, and a room for chief Buddhist monk and a reception room on

the right and left side before Geukrakjeon.
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Finally, the study examined the Buddhist temple layout of Bulguksa in 2018
and compared it with that of Joseon and found that only the central section
was repaired and restored. When compared with the Buddhist temple layout
during the Japanese rule, it had Museoljeon, Gwaneumjeon, Birojeon,
Nahanjeon, and Jwagyeongru restored anew, and Beomyeongru was restored

to the state of the former part of Joseon.

The study then investigated changes to the major buildings of Bulguksa in
size based on Bulguksa Gogeumchanggi and found there were 16 buildings
and 224 rooms in 1490 and that most buildings were burned down during
Imjinwaeran. The reconstruction and restoration resulted in 14 buildings and
129 rooms in 1767. Entering the 19th century, the situation deteriorated with
most buildings collapsing. By 1918, only 5 buildings and 48 rooms managed
to survive. There was a large-scale repair and restoration project in the

early 1970s, and this resulted in the current 10 buildings and 117 rooms.

In summary, the rooms of Bulguksa underwent changes of 224—129—48—
117 with the current number reduced approximately twofold from the number
during the former part of Joseon. The results point to many size differences
from the huge Buddhist temple during the former part of Joseon. These
changes to the buildings and Buddhist temple layout of Bulguksa were related

to the situations of the times based on their correlations with them.

In the former part of Joseon, Bulguksa maintained its situation thanks to
royal support despite the policy of suppressing Buddhism. After Imjinwaeran,
however, most buildings were burned down. There were massive repair and

restoration efforts made for many years in the 17th and 18th century, but

160



they never restored the size of the Buddhist temple to what it was before the
war. The temple area of Bulguksa shrank quickly during confusing times at
the end of Joseon. During the Japanese rule, most buildings collapsed due to
the absence of maintenance. In the early 1970s, the government-led repair
and restoration project was implemented on a large scale, and Bulguksa has

been maintained since that project.

This study examined the changing process of Bulguksa in the Buddhist
temple layout by period. Like most Buddhist temples in the nation, Bulguksa
has no materials to estimate its original layout, which means that there is no
certainty of knowing its original shape. This study, however, offered a chance
to estimate changes to the Buddhist temple layout during Joseon, thus

holding its significance.

Keywords: Bulguksa, Buddhist temple layout of Bulguksa, buildings of
Bulguksa, Bulguksa during the latter part of Joseon, Gogeumchanggi, changes

to the Buddhist temple layout, restoration
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