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Abstract

Seokguram Grotto displays a structure the like of which can hardly be found in East Asia.
Its basic structure is composed of the rectangular pre-chamber, a short corridor, and
the round main chamber with a semi-sphere ceiling. The most conspicuous one of the
features of the structure is the main chamber. Around grotto is an exception rather than
therule. As for the conspicuous structure, researchers have thought that the design idea
was imported from outside the Korean Peninsula rather than created by people of Silla.
Grottos with a similar structure cannot be found on the Korean Peninsula or in China
and thus they have thought that the design idea was obtained from somewhere beyond
China.

The presenter has sought to find objects made during the Silla Period with a design
similar to that of Seoguram on the premise that those who designed this grotto had a
rectangular pre-chamber in consideration of the pattern and size of the eight attendant
deities in pre-chamber, the decorative stones at the bottom, and the main chamber.
Based on such a premise, the presenter thinks that the structure of Seokguram was an
extension of the rectangular plane/semi-sphere ceiling structure that appeared toward
the final stage of tunnel-type stone-chamber tombs of Silla in the 7th - 8th Century.
The architectural designer of Seokguram separated the semi-sphere ceiling raised on
the rectangular plane and put it down sideways, applying the rectangular plane/semi-
sphere ceiling structure of tunnel-type stone-chamber tombs of Silla, supposedly to
place the 20-plus heavenly figures and the niche sculptural pieces more effectively. It
is thought that the application of such a structure was based on the skills of handling

stone structures like the vaulted ceiling of tunnel-type stone-chamber tombs, Cheom-
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seongdae (an astronomical observatory in Gyeongju), and the Western Stone Pagoda in
Bulguksa Temple.

The premise like that set up by the presenter is supported by the fact that the octago-
nal columns of the short corridor and the sculptural pieces placed in the pre-chamber
and the main chamber are displayed according to the hierarchical order. An octagonal
shape is something between a square one and a round one. With continued trimming of
each corner of a square shape, you will get a round shape. An octagonal shape refers to
a symbolic system universal in ancient times as one linking the earth to the heaven. The
octagonal stone columns placed on the short corridor of Seokguram are a reflection of
such a system. The figures of the Four Heavenly Kings set up at temple distinguish the
mundane world and the Buddhist heaven. Likewise, the corridor of Seokguram where
the octagonal stone figures are set up is thought to be what distinguishes the earth from
heaven. The round main chamber of Seokguram, which is covered with soil like a tomb,
is perhaps an attempt to make it look not much different from the appearance of tun-
nel-type stone-chamber tombs of Silla.

As stated in the foregoing, the design idea of the structure of Seokguram is thought to
have been derived from tunnel-type stone-chamber tombs of Silla, but people of Silla
made their own grotto creatively and independently with the experience and skills ac-
cumulated in the construction of tunnel-type stone-chamber tombs, although the idea
related to a Buddhist grotto was derived from outside. Their choice of putting the semi-
sphere ceiling on the round plane down sideways was thought to be good. One enter-
ing the entrance and passing through the rectangular pre-chamber and the octagonal
columns to the round main chamber feel the solemn atmosphere comparable to that of

rising from the earth to heaven.
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