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Abstract: In East Asian art we often encounter the representation of
arhats (Skt. those who are worthy), a type of Buddhist saintly figure,
in groups of sixteen, eighteen or 500. When we look at visual repre-
sentations of arhats in China, Korea and Japan, we can see some spe-
cial features that make us consider how the concept, grouping, form
and style of their representation has formed and changed in China,
Korea and Japan.

Some popular themes in East Asia show a very strong connection
with arhat representations, such as representations of Bodhidharma,
the first Chan patriarch, and the representation of the ‘lonely saint’
(Toksong) in Korea’s Buddhist monasteries, which often refers to the
arhat Pindola Bharadvaja, one of the disciples of Sakyamuni Buddha.
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Iconography: Inspiration from Existing Patterns

Even for those familiar with images of East Asia, it is sometimes
very difficult to name depicted figures in cases where the images
lack inscriptions, especially in the late phases of the development of
certain iconographies. This is due to the tendency to use pre-existing
patterns and give them new meanings, as was the case in Western
culture during the early middle ages when the pagan Apollo figure
was used to represent Jesus Christ. Rather than inventing completely
new imagery, it is easier to proceed by combining existing intellec-
tual and religious forms. Therefore, we often find that artists used
previous visual models, rather than textual sources, as primary forms
of inspiration. In many cases, these textual sources themselves were
also inspired by previous visual representations. As the meaning of
a depicted figure changed in society and in the mind of the artist,
certain forms inevitably merged, and artists produced new pictorial
representations. It is very important to identify the earlier forms of
images, because they can give us vital clues to the history of certain
iconographic types.

When we look at two examples, one of Bodhidharma, the founder
of Chan Buddhism, and the depictions of the so called ‘Lonely Saint’
in Korea’s Buddhist monasteries, we can see how these representa-
tions are connected to the original ideas and depictions of the arhats.
We can see how these representations were cut off from different
contexts to form new meanings or give empbhasis to certain aspects in
their respective societies.

Arhats

The word ‘arhat’ means worthy for offerings, which is also reflected
in the Chinese translations of this name, f& ying (grant with) + £
gong (offerings), but we can also find other translations such as ‘who
won’t be reborn’ A4 or ‘true man” HA.' The Chinese pronounce

v De Visser, The Arbats, 6.
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their name as @ludhan or ludhan WI%EE, ZEi%. In Japanese it is pro-
nounced as 7akan, and in Korean nahban or araban. Usually arhats
are mentioned in groups of 500, sixteen, and eighteen, from which
the oldest form is the grouping of 500.

De Visser has collected early Buddhist texts that discuss arhats,
and concluded that this number is just an indicator of their vast
number.?

The most important and most cited source is the Record of the
Duration of the Law Explained by the Great Arbhat Nandimitra
which was written by Nandimitra (Ch. Qinyou; Jp. Keiya; Kor.
Kyongu B K) in the second century Sri Lanka. It was translated to
Chinese by Xuanzang Z%% in 654 as Record of the Abiding Law as
Spoken by the Great loban Nandimitra (Da Aluobhan Nandimiduoluo
Suoshuo Fazhuji KPIFEREHEEZ ETHIAMR [Ske. Nandimi-
travadana], commonly known as Fazbuji 3{E5L).* This source
names and introduces a group of sixteen arhats according to their
realms. It also explains how Buddha entrusted the arhats with the
protection of Buddhist teachings.

There are a great deal of inconsistencies in the naming of arhats.
Some say the arhats were originally Buddha’s personal disciples.
However, only five from the group of Buddha’s 100 disciples, and
only one of the Buddha’s ten personal disciples (Rahula) is men-
tioned in the list of the sixteen arhats. When twenty-nine arhats are
named in the group of 500, among them only four are in the list of
the sixteen arhats (Pindola Bharadvaja, Vakula, Cadapanthaka and

2 De Visser, The Arbats, 21-28.

> At Mahakasyapa’s First General Council, held at Rajagrha (selecting 500
arhats) in 241 BCE, Ashoka summons 500 arhats and 500 monks. In 100 CE at
the Third General Council under King Kanishka’s patronage there are also 500
arhats; 500 arhats are mentioned at the Anavatapa Lake (as Buddha’s principal
disciples), and there is a story about 500 blind beggars who became arhats. These
accounts are among the earliest sources. There are 500 arhats living in the caves
of Buddhavanagiri at Rijagrha in the texts at the time of Xuanzang in the sev-
enth century CE.

*  Fong, The Lobans, 35.
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Rahula).’ In the Lotus sutra, from the 500 arhats only eleven are
named, but only Vakula is amongst the names of the sixteen. In the
Mahayana Vataraka Sastra, which was translated to Chinese in the
Northern Liang dynasty (397-439), only the names of Pindola and
Rahula appear.

As arhats are originally Hinayanistic in their character, Lévi and
Chavannes believe that arhats were appropriated by the Mahayanists,
giving the arhats a Mahayanistic character.”

Wen Fong discusses the appearance of the Hinayanistic arhats in
Mahayina Buddhism, explaining that the Mahayanists may have
intended to show the hierarchically lower status of arhats compared
to the bodhisattvas.® For an example, see the famous parable of the
burning house in the Lotus sutra.’ The appearance of the Hinayanis-
tic arhats in the Mahayina pantheon can be connected to certain
Hinayanistic satras (Ekottara-agama sutra and the Sariputra-paripyecha
sutra) which introduce that how four $ravakas (arhats who heard
Buddha’s teachings) who stayed in this world are connected to the

> De Visser, The Arbats, 197.
¢ De Visser, 198.

7 Levi and Chavannes, ‘Les seizes arhats’, 205-75.
8 Fong, The Lobans, 28.

?  ‘Supposing a man finds his children trapped in a fire, and ignorant as they
are, the children refuse to come out of the burning house. To induce them to
escape, the man calls to the children and promises them three desirable toys:
one bullock-cart, one goat-cart and one deer-cart. But after the children rushed
out of the house for the sake of their desired toys, the man offers them all bull-
ock-carts, which are the most magnificent of all carts.” (Fong, The Lobans, 28-
29). This likened to the Tathagatha (...) in order to attract the creatures from this
world which is likened to a burning house showing three vehicles (the vehicle of
the disciples, the vehicle of the pratyekabuddhas and the vehicle of the bodhi-
sattvas). “Those who covet the vehicle of the disciples (arhats) are likened to the
boys who desire a cart yoked with deer; similarly the vehicle of the pratyekabud-
dhas is likened to the cart yoked with goats, and the great vehicle of the bodhi-
sattvas mahasattvas is likened to the great cart yoked with bullocks’ (Fong, The

Lobans, 29).



ARHATS AND THEIR LEGACY IN THE VISUAL ARTS OF EAST ASIA 135

coming of Maitreya, the future Buddha. Maitreya, who becomes
the future Buddha, who is the only bodhisattva recognized by the
Pali canon, and therefore this link can connect both Hinayanistic
and Mahayanistic ideas. Maitreya becomes very important in the
Mahayanistic Lotus sutra in the second-third centuries CE, and the
other bodhisattvas (Avalokitesvara, Manjusri etc.) become prominent
only afterwards."

When arhats are in a group of sixteen, we can see this as a multipli-
cation of the four directions to protect Buddhist teachings. The cult
of the arhats originated in India, and there we can find a separate cult
with the rite ‘Inviting Pindola’ (offering Pindola, one of Buddha’s
disciples a bath and a feast). This cult appears in the Chinese trans-
lation Qing Binduluo Fa w58 E 41X, and remains for us in a detailed
eighteenth century Japanese description.

In Tibet, Mongolia, and Chinese Lamaism the sixteen arhats are
sorted in a different order, and sometimes two other individuals are
added to their group (Dharmatrata and the ‘Big bellied Buddha’)."

In China, the cult of the 500 arhats flourished around Tiantai
Shan K&, where the 500 arhats in the Buddhavanagiri caves
served as a model. From time to time these arhats appeared as monks
among ordinary people. The earliest mention of the cult is from the
tenth century Song Gaoseng zhuan K8 (Life of eminent monks
in the Song era).

De Visser mentions the earliest visual representations as being
made in the fifth to sixth centuries, where clay sculptures and paint-
ings of arhats in groups were made, but only tenth century copies
and textual descriptions remain for our study."

One of the most important representations were made by the
monk Guanxiu Bk (832-912), who took his inspiration from his
dreams when depicting the extraordinary-looking arhats with exag-
gerated features as sitting under trees or meditation in caves.

The sixteen named arhats and the additional two arhats that form

' Fong, The Lobans, 31-33.
1 De Visser, The Arhats, 62-78.
12 De Visser, 103.
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the group of eighteen are easier to identify, but when representing
the 500 arhats, artists could use many different sources and visual
patterns. We can trace the appearance of Emperors like Liang Wu,
and later the Qing emperors (Kang Xi and Qian Long), and even
the famous European traveller Marco Polo, in the sixteenth century
onwards in some Chinese monasteries!*

Chan Buddhists had a great affinity for arhats. The cult of the 500
arhats was popular among Rinzai and Obaku Zen in Japan, while
Sot6 Zen preferred the representation of the sixteen arhats.

When they represented their founder, Bodhidharma, they used
the models available from arhat representations.

Iconography of Bodhidharma

Bodhidharma, the legendary founder of Chan Buddhism, is believed
to have lived around the fifth to sixth centuries, but the earliest
surviving images about him can be dated only to the eleventh and
twelfth centuries.”* Two distinct iconographic types appeared in
China and later became entangled with each other. One is a beard-
less figure, and the other, a more popular representation, shows
Bodhidharma as a hairy, bearded man with a stocky build and
exaggerated foreign features, often wearing a hood. The majority of
Bodhidharma images are half-body or bust portraits. The remaining
group includes full-body portraits, where we can differentiate be-
tween standing and sitting images. Among the standing images, we
can find Bodhidharma crossing the Yangzi River on a reed, carrying
one shoe or sandal, a combination of the two themes, or sometimes
free of any such objects.

Among the sitting images, Bodhidharma can be found in a chair
(especially in the earliest periods), sitting in meditation, in a landscape,
or entirely removed from time and space, with no background or
sense of surroundings. The landscape setting varies. For instance, there

3 De Visser, The Arhats, 139.
14 Mecsi, ‘Bodhidharma’, 178-82.
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are examples of Bodhidharma in a cave (a more common version),” or
sitting under a tree.' According to the type of representation, we can
differentiate between en-face, three-quarter profile, profile portraits,
and representations showing Bodhidharma from behind. Within the
simplified profile and back portraits set against a timeless and empty
background, a specific iconographic type developed: the ‘one-brush-
stroke Bodhidharma’. Together with the circle (Jp. enso), this type
of image had an interesting religious-spiritual significance in Chan
Buddhism. Depending on the context, there are single Bodhidharma
pictures, as well as pictures that form part of a group. There are some
examples which represent him on the middle panel of a triptych.
Among these, the oldest type is the group representation.

When we trace the origin of Bodhidharma iconography, it is
evident that it has its sources in earlier or contemporaneous arhat
paintings, as if one of those figures had been selected and represented
separately. There is also a possibility that Bodhidharma was repre-
sented in the group of the 500 arhats. This can be seen very clearly
on a set of paintings representing the 500 arhats in groups where
one of the paintings shows a figure crossing the river on a reed. This
representation corresponds very well to separate representations of
Bodhidharma (Figure 1). Bodhidharma is believed to be a kind of
arhat, so this similarity is unsurprising. Interestingly, the reed as a
tool for crossing the river only appeared in the thirteenth century in
textual sources, so here we can witness a tendency to include details
in legends which previously existed only in the visual media, or possi-
bly in oral traditions."”

5 Apart from the fact that cave temples were common in India and China,

their symbolism also plays a role in the interpretation of Bodhidharma imagery.
See the explanation in the esoteric S6t6 Zen’s kirigami tradition as being a womb
in the Sangai Isshinki (ca. 1644) by the Zen master Dairya. (Imaeda, Zenshi,
179-80.)

' Sitting under a tree is a reference to Shakyamuni Buddha’s enlightenment.
But the activity is also associated with Buddha’s contemporary, Mahavira (599
BCE to 527 BCE), the founder of Jainism (Eliade, Valldsz, 71).

17" Mecsi, ‘The Power’, 218-20.
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biga. |

FIG.1 Zhou Jichang (Chinese, second half of twelfth century): Arhats cross-
ing the river. 111.5 x 53.1 cm, Ink and colour on silk. About 1178. Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston (From the collection of Buddhist monastery Daitokuji, Kyoto,

Japan).
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FIG.2 Toksong painting (on the left), Samsong hall in Odaesan, Woljongsa.

Photo by Beatrix Mecsi.
The Mysterious ‘Lonely Saint’ in Korea

In Choson Korea (1432-1910), where Confucian ideology suppressed
Buddhism, new iconographies appeared, and we can observe a special
syncretism. From the seventeenth century onwards we can trace a spe-
cial figure, called Toksdng or Naban jonja, who is usually represented
as a monk in a landscape setting full of symbols of immortality. His
figure is usually enshrined together with shamanist and Daoist images,
thus making a special connection with those practices (Figure 2).
This connection is especially strong with them, since he is used in
the same fashion: for real-world benefits and for long life. Scholars
usually interpreted this figure within the framework of Korean folk
religion and Daoism." If we look for its Buddhist sources, however, we
can identify from these features the Indian Buddhist saint Pindola Bha-
radvija, one of the foremost pupils of Sikyamuni Buddha."” We can

8 7o, Guardians.

Y He is called Pinturo in Korea.
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still see and identify this particular arhat, Pindola Bharadvaja, in Korea
in groups of sixteen or 500,” but as we have mentioned earlier, he was
also worshipped as a separate figure from very early times; as we have ev-
idence that the cult of Pindola was existent in fifth century CE China.*!
Because he has associations with magic and longevity, staying on Earth
until the coming of Maitreya, he became surrounded by longevity sym-
bols and placed together with Daoist and folk-deities in Korea.

This form of enshrinement is unique to Korea. In Japan, Pindola
is conceived as a healing saint and his figure is usually represented in
a sculpted form outside the halls of Buddhist temples from the Edo
period onwards. Images from both Korea and Japan depict Pindola
as an approachable and very human figure who is an intermediator to
holier and more psychologically-distant Buddha-realms. This feature is
supported by background religious texts which discuss Pindola as not
entering Nirvana, but living on Earth instead. In this way, he main-
tains a unique direct living connection with the historical Buddha
Sékyamuni, whom he used to see face-to-face. Therefore, the identifi-
cation of this figure with an arhat is very possible. It shows the legacy
of arhat representations in places where those making offerings may

not know this aspect, but fulfilling the original meaning of ‘arhat’.**

* The difference in visual representation between Pinturo in Korea and
Toksong is that when Pinturo is represented, he is usually shown in the group
of arhats, but very often his longer eyebrows make him identifiable within the
group. When he is represented as “Toksong’, he is shown alone within a land-
scape setting referring to immortality.

' A Chinese translation of the text ‘Method of Inviting Pindola’ dated to 457
can prove this. 7% 1689 no. 32, 784b—c (Kent, The Sixteen, 16, note 11).

2 Even at the turn of the twentieth century, this arhat is said to have served as
the figure of inspiration for the Wandering Jew mythology in Europe. According
to the Japanese scholar Minakata Kumagusu (1867-1941), the legend of Pindo-
la reportedly influenced the European legend of the “Wandering Jew’. This con-
nects not only Buddhist traditions with Daoist and folk-religions in Asian coun-
tries, but also reaches the Western world and colours myths and legends related
to Christianity. Minakata, “The Wandering Jew’, 123; Losonczi, ‘A bolygé zsidé

legenddjéinak eredete’.



ARHATS AND THEIR LEGACY IN THE VISUAL ARTS OF EAST ASIA 141
Bibliography

de Visser, Marinus Willem. The Arbats in China and Japan. Berlin:
Oesterheld & Co., 1923.

Edmunds, Albert J. Buddbist and Christian Gospels. 2 vols., 4th ed.
Philadelphia: Innes and Sons, 1908.

Eliade, Mircea. Valldsi hiedelmek és eszmek torténete [ A History of
Religious Ideas] (original title: Histoire des croyances et des idées
religienses). Budapest: Osiris Publishing, (1978) 1997.

Faure, Bernard. “The Daruma-sha, Dogen and So6t6 Zen’.
Monumenta Nipponica 42, no. 1 (1987): 25-55.

Fong Wen. The Lobans and a Bridge to Heaven. Freer Gallery of Art
Occasional Papers. Washington: Lord Baltimore Press, 1958.
Imaeda Aishin SHB H. Zenshi no Rekishi #53 DEH [ The history

of the Zen sect]. Tokyo: Shibundo F3CE, 1962.

Kent, Richard Kellogg. “The Sixteen Lohans in the Pai-Miao Style:
From Sung to Early Ch’ing’. Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton
University, 1995.

Lee Ji-kwan 2%, ‘Nabansinang’go” URHI L (RBEET%) [A
Study of Naban Shinang]. Kazan Hakbo MILZ4# [Journal of
Kasan Institute of Buddhist Culture] 8 (1999): 12-17.

Lévi, Sylvain and Edouard Chavannes. ‘Les seize Arhat protecteurs
delaloi’ [The six arhat protectors of the law]. Journal Asiatique 8
(1916): 205-75.

Losonczi, Eszter. ‘A bolygé zsid6 legenddjinak eredete’ [The Origin
of the Legend of the Wandering Jew]. Kétezer, Irodalmi és
Tidrsadalmi Havilap [Two Thousand, Literary and Social
Monthly Journal] 6 (2006). http://ketezer.hu/2006/06/a-
bolygo-zsido-legendajanak-eredete/.

Mason, David A. Spirit of the Mountains: Korea’s San-shin and
Traditions of Mountain-Worship. Seoul: Hollym, 1999.

Mecsi, Beatrix. “The Power on Images on Texts Re-Examined: The
Case of Bodhidharma’s Crossing and the Mass-Consumption of
Bodhidharma-images in Japan and Contemporary South Korea’.
Oriental Archive (Archiv Orientalni) 76 (2008): 217-49.

. ‘Az “Atkelés a nédszdlon” legenda eredetének kérdésérdl’
[About the Legend of Bodhidharma’s Crossing on a Reed].



142 BEATRIX MECSI

Tidvol-keleti Tanulmdnyok [East Asian Studies] (2009): 103-22.

. Visual database of Dokseong images in Korea. Website, 2010.
https://photos.google.com/album/AF1QipPFXf1]ynyGw--
vNuxZIJSSVLU-4XIHiJVdFKMU.

. ‘Dokseong: Korea’s Mysterious Lonely Saint’. In Mélanges
offerts a Marc Orange et Alexandre Guillemoz [Mixes oftered
to Marc Orange and Alexandre Guillemoz], edited by Florence
Galmiche, 357-65. Paris: Institut d’Etudes Coréennes, College
de France, 2010.

. ‘A csodatévd biintetése’. [The punishment of the
wonderworker]. Ozon. Kulturdlis-dsszmitvészeti folyoirat [Ozone.
Culture and arts magazine] (2012): 12-13.

. ‘Bodhidharma in China, Korea and Japan: Models for
representations and commercialization of the legendary founder
of Chan Buddhism in East Asia’. In FACE TO FACE, edited
by Rui Oliveira Lopes, 16-50. Global Art Monograph Series.
Centro de Investigagio e Estudos em Belas-Artes (CIEBA), 2014.

Mecsi, Beatrix, Dirk Huylebrouck, and Willy Vande Walle.
‘Wandelende Boeddha. Aziatische variant op wandelende Jood’
[Wandering Buddha. Asian variant of Wandering Jew]. EOS
Memo, no. 5 (2013): 52-55.

Minakata Kumagusu. “The Wandering Jew’. Notes and Queries 9th
series, 4 (1899): 121-24.

n.a. “Toksong chaetiimun 573 A )& (JEE 7 #C), Haeinsa
Jaebanmun S JIA} ARHE’ (1719). In Han guk pulgyo iiirye
charyo ch’ongso =B | H| A2 FA (HEIHEEURIE 5 E)
[Comprehensive Archive of Korean Buddhist Rituals], edited by
Pak Se-min BFART (FMEAE). Seoul: Samseong-am AHd o (=82
i), 1993.

Strong, John S. “The Legend of the Lion-Roarer: A Study of the
Buddhist Arhat Pindola Bharadvaja’. Numen 26 (1979): 50-88.

Zo Zayong [Jo Ja-yong]. Guardians of Happiness: Shamanistic
Tradition in Korean Folk Painting. Seoul: Emileh Museum, 1982.



