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A Study on Buddhist Painting of Mountain Spirit
(Sansindo)
in 19th Century

Jang, Yang Kyoung

Department of Cultural Assets
The Graduate School
Gyeongju University

(Supervised by Professor Chong, Pyong Mo)

Mountain 1s a sacred place where the holy spirit of heaven arrives first.
And so, ever since ancient times, people believe that there lives an
all-powerful mountain guardian possessing divine and miraculous virtue in
splendid mountains. And, people believed that the mountain spirit resolves
their difficult problems in the mundane world, also protect their village. It
1s noted that such a popular and indigenous religion of mountain spirit was
absorbed into Buddhism. Hence, the paintings of mountain spirit in
Buddhist style appeared in the latter period of the 18th century for the
first time.

This research paper was aimed at introducing the paintings of the
mountain spirits in Buddhist style depicted in the 19th century.
Establishment backgrounds of paintings of mountain spirit, included
symbols therein (meanings), and distinctive features of paining style
according to time period were arranged as follows The latter part of
Joseon was the period of time when the working class with stabilized
livelihood were formed. Meanwhile, the Buddhist circle had to experience
difficulties due to ‘respect Confucianism and oppress Buddhism’ policy. To
survive, Buddhist temple had to rely on doles from believers, so then
Buddhist accepted folk—beliefs favored by them. It seems that the religion
concerned with mountain spirit was absorbed at that time.

Mountain spirit is regarded as one of gods defending Buddhist Law.
Therefore, this mountain spirit appeared in the paintings of a group of
divine guardians (sinjungdo) in the late 18th century, and among many
gods, the mountain spirit is distinguished from others by his white long
hair holding Yeongji Muschroom or fan in his hands.

However, at the painting of mountain spirit depicted in the same period
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of time, he appears in the scene as a hero together with tiger and
messenger. As background, almost every time pine trees are depicted. The
appearance, in particular, wearing a strap made by weaving tree leaves on
waste exposing his chest and belly i1s a distinguished expression of
mountain spirit. Tiger is an animal considered friendly by Koreans, while
they are afraid. In the painting of mountain spirit, tiger plays a role as a
messenger who conveys the will of the mountain spirit. Pine tree
symbolize the mountain itself where the mountain spirit dwells. In later
years, many other background factors than pines were added, however,
pine tree is the most important background in the painting of the mountain
spirit yet.

The mountain spirit normally holds a leaf of banana tree, feather fan,
Yeongji Mushroom, and staff (Jujangja) etc. in hand. These are all
symbolic things that represent the authority of the mountain spirit. The
boy holds pomegranate, peach, tangerine, water melon, etc. as doles. The
fruits with many seeds represent a yearning for prosperity for posterity,
and pronunciation in order to indicate the fruits or its shape denote
wealthy and prosperity.

When dividing the paint of mountain spirit into three types, it can be
classified into the following three types: a type without tiger, a type of
painting that shows the mountain spirit rides on the back of tiger, and a
type of painting that show a tiger winding around the mountain spirit.

When classifying the painting of mountain spirit into three time periods,
the first period will be from the late 18th century to around 1850s, and the
second period, since after, up until 1890s, and third period, since after up
to the early part of 20th century. The first period is the time when the
painting of mountain spirit started emerging, so that paintings are scarce.
Because it is the initial stage, the paintings depicted during this period
revealed many distinctive factors of Buddhist paintings.

The second period: it can be said a completion period of the painting of
the mountain spirit. There are many pictures that depict the scenes, such
as that the mountain spirit takes on a warm, benevolent look, and tiger
sits right beside the mountain spirit. Doles depicted in a larger shape are
noticeable. The third period: it is quite remarkable that picture has become
complicated with depictions of many kinds of background factors. Other
than pine and clouds, waterfall, mountain peak, the elements, such as blue
sky, red sun, flowers, birds, etc. are newly appeared. The mountain spirit
was painted having applied the law of perspective, and light and shade
effect as well. Tiger becomes more diversified in its looks as time goes
on. With the tiger and background expression in the paint, strong influence
from the folk paintings can be felt.
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