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PREFACE

The text I have used in translating Lives of Eminent Korean Monks is

that in the Taishŏ Tripitaka, not because it is a basic text, for it is marred

by wrong punctuation and by textual errors, but because it is readily

available in major libraries. The earliest available edition in block prints

is said to have existed until the outbreak of the Korean War (some say

even the blocks themselves existed in Suwŏn, at the Yongju monastery,

before 1950); it is now lost. In view of the absence of such an authentic

text, I have collated all the versions available to me: among them the

manuscript copy of the late Asami Rintarō and the texts in the Pulgyo,

Dainihon bukkyŏ zensho, and Chosŏn pulgyo t‘ongsa. Such collating,

together with necessary emendations for puzzling passages, is indicated

in footnotes. Ideally, however, a correct text, with all errors eliminated

but with collation and emendations, should accompany the translation;

but owing to technical difficulties such a text must await another

occasion.  

This study was completed under a grant from the American

Philosophical Society and the University of Hawaii Research Council,

and I am grateful to both institutions for their assistance. I am also

indebted to Professors Fang Chao-ying, Richard B. Mather, Joseph

Needham, and Johannes Rahder for answering my queries; and to
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Professors Chow Tse-tsung, Masatoshi Nagatomi, Richard H. Robinson,

Edward W. Wagner, and Arthur F. Wright for reading the translation and

offering constructive criticism. To Professor Leon Hurvitz go my deep

thanks for going over with me the moot points in the texts. However, I

alone am responsible for any errors which may remain.

The substance of the Introduction was first presented as a paper

before the eighteenth annual meeting of the Association for Asian

Studies on April 5, 1966.

Honolulu, Hawaii

September 1968

Peter H. Lee
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INTRODUCTION

The Haedong Kosŭng Chŏn[1] 海東高僧傳 or Lives of Eminent

Korean Monks is the only extant book of its kind in Korea. The book

was compiled by royal command in 1215 by Kakhun[2] 覺訓, abbot of

the Yŏngt‘ong monastery[3] 靈通寺 in the capital of Koryŏ 高麗, and it

was used by Iryŏn [4] 一然 as one of his primary sources for the

compilation of the Samguk yusa[5] 三國遺事in or about 1285. The

Lives, lost for almost seven centuries, was known only by title and by a

few quotations. The book became known to the academic world with

the discovery in the early part of this century[6] of a manuscript which

contains only the first two chapters, on propagators of the faith.[7] It is

not known by what happy chance the book came to be preserved, but

we have at least the discoverer’s name. He was Yi Hoe-gwang[8] 李晦

光 (1840-1911), abbot of the famous Haein monastery[9] 海印寺, the

repository of the wood blocks for the Korean Tripitaka, and it is said

that he found the manuscript at a certain monastery in Sŏngju[10] 星州

in the southwest of North Kyŏngsang Province. The manuscript was

immediately reproduced by the Kwangmun hoe[11] 光文會 and

circulated among specialists. In 1917 it was published in the Dainihon

bukkyŏ zensho, Yŭhŏden series 2. A year later, in his History of Korean

Buddhism 朝鮮佛敎通史, Yi Nŭng-hwa 李能和 (1868-1945) offered a
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number of corrections. The late Ch‘oe Nam-sŏn 崔南善 (1890-1957)

published his critical edition in the magazine Pulgyo 佛敎, no. 37 (July

1927).[12] It was also included in the Taishŏ Tripitaka (L, no. 2065).

Unfortunately, however, no studies have been made,[13] in Korean or

any other language, of this invaluable document.

The two extant chapters of the Lives contain eighteen major and

seven minor biographies of eminent monks and cover a span of five

hundred years. The first chapter, which deals with three Koguryŏ

monks, two Silla monks, and three monks of foreign origin, is the more

important of the two. It throws new and often brilliant light on the

development of Korean Buddhism from the time of its introduction to

the seventh century. The second chapter, dealing with Silla monks who

went to China or India, consists chiefly of excerpts from the Hsü kao-

seng chuan and from the Ta-T‘ang hsi-yü ch‘iu-fa kao-seng chuan 大

唐西域求法高僧傳 (ca. 705) of I-ching [14] 義淨 (635-713), except for

the life of the monk Anham 安含an account found nowhere else.

In compiling the Lives, Kakhun was working within a well-

established tradition. He had at least three prototypes, not to mention a

large body of historical and literary materials from China and Korea.

The Korean sources he cites are documents and records of great

antiquity, of which a few are still extant. Among the Chinese sources, he

is most indebted for form and style to the three Kao-seng chuan, from

which he seems to have adopted the subordinate biography, the lun 論,

and the eulogy, the ts‘an 贊.[15] There are, how¬ever, differences. The
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lun, which normally is found at the end of each category in Chinese

biographical collections, comes only at the beginning, and the ts‘an

following the individual biography is composed not in verse but in

ornate, allusion-packed prose. The lun (non in Korean) outlines the

history of Buddhism in China and Korea from the time of its

introduction to the thirteenth century. Here Kakhun, out of Buddhist

piety, uncritically accepts the dates of the Buddha as 1027-949 B.C., as

advocated by T‘an-wu-tsui 曇無最.[16] Similar critical lapses can be

found in the entries on Tamsi 曇始 and Hyŏnjo 玄照. In the first case,

perhaps out of respect for his Chinese colleague, Kakhun copies almost

verbatim the account of Tamsi (T‘an-shih or Hui-shih 惠始) in the Kao-

seng chuan, without fully understanding the nature and significance of

the Buddhist persecution under the Northern Wei.[17] As for the famous

T‘ang pilgrim Hyŏnjo (Hsüan-chao),[18] we are simply told that he was

a Silla national, without documentation.

Such minor lapses aside, Kakhun is a conscientious recorder of facts.

Time and again he laments the paucity of materials. The ravages of time

and havoc of wars were such that it is frightening to learn how little was

preserved even in his own time. We glimpse Kakhun fighting

desperately to shore up whatever remains there were of the civilization

of the Three Kingdoms and Silla periods. In the biography of the

anonymous correspondent of Chih Tun 支遁[19] he laments: “After the

introduction of Buddhism into Korea from Chin, there must have been

heroic personages during the times of Sung and Ch‘i, but regrettably no
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record of them exists.”[20] He registers his sorrow again at the end of

the same section: “What is really regrettable is that no good historian

kept a detailed record.”[21] Concerning the unreliability of the sources

on Sundo 順道, either of Eastern Chin or of Former Ch‘in,[22] Kakhun

comments: “What a waste of the man and his excellences! For there

should be records on bamboo and silk glorifying his admirable

accomplishment. Yet only a [small] number of his writings remain; one

wonders why this is so.”[23] For the historian the only solution is, as

Kakhun declares in the biography of Hyŏnyu 玄遊, that his contribution

“be recorded in history and [thus] shown to posterity.”[24]

Kakhun, then, as a writer versed in Chinese historiography, was a

transmitter, not a creator; and he was quick to point out that his work

was transmission.[25] He respected the materials at hand and was

careful to cite his sources. In cases involving reconstruction owing to

the poor condition of the manuscript or kindred materials, he clearly

admits this, as in the biography of Anham: “Ten logographs on the slab

are eroded and four or five more are unclear. The author takes what is

legible and reconstructs the text by surmise.”[26] When he cannot

supply the dates of his subjects he says so with disarming frankness, as

with the death date of Ŭiyŏn 義淵: “History does not relate his end; I

therefore leave it unmentioned.”[27] Cases involving conflicting

information on a given topic offer him a chance to make an exhortation

to posterity to do research, as with the two Buddhist names of Pŏpkong

法空: “Those who are interested in antiquity will do well to study the
14



matter.”[28] In yet another instance, after giving us no less than four

theories[29]　concerning the introduction of Buddhism into Silla, he

adds, “What a discrepancy concerning the dates of Ado’s life! Old

records must be scrutinized carefully.”[30]

Because Buddhism enjoyed seven centuries of uninterrupted prestige

and protection as the state religion, Kakhun did not have to naturalize

monks or to advance their status in Korean history.[31] What he wanted

to do, however, was to prove that his subjects were on a par with their

Chinese counterparts in every respect. For this purpose, he brings in

Buddhist notables of the past and uses them figuratively, in ways that

involve parallelism or imply contrast or superiority. Sundo, the first

missionary to Koguryō, is termed a “peer of Dharmaratna 法蘭 and

Seng-hui 僧會” [32] for his crusade in a foreign country and for his

“great wisdom and wise counsel.”[33] Wŏn‘gwang 圓光, who used the

ko-i 格義 method[34] in his exegesis of Buddhist doctrine, is rightly

compared with Hui-yüan 慧遠 (334-416), [35] who used the same

technique of explication de texte extensively two hundred years before.

And the hardships suffered by five Silla pilgrims to China and India are

compared with those of the envoys Chang Ch‘ien 張騫[36] and Su Wu

蘇武.[37]

But equalization was not enough. To Kakhun’s eye, some of his

subjects were decidedly superior to their Chinese counterparts. Such is

the case of Ado阿道, the first missionary to Silla, who is praised for the

prudence and judiciousness wherewith he “tried [his] plans first before
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carrying out the work of propaga¬tion.”[38] The author’s appraisal ends

with more than a comparison: “Even Li-fang 利方 of Ch‘in or

[Kāśyapa] Mātanga 摩騰 of Han could not surpass [him].”[39] Again, as

a parallel and contrast to Pŏpkong, who had renounced the throne to

join the religious order, Emperor Wu of Liang is brought in only to be

dismissed as a less-than-ideal monarch. Kakhun comments: “It is. . .

wrong to compare him [Pŏpkong] with [Emperor] Wu of Liang, for

while the latter served in the T‘ung-t‘ai monastery as a servant and let

his imperial work fall to the ground, the former first surrendered his

throne in order to install his heir and only afterwards became a

monk.”[40] Pŏpkong is an ideal ruler, argues Kakhun, for his Buddhist

fervor brought about not the downfall but rather the consolidation and

prosperity of the kingdom.

True, the age of Buddhism in Korea began with Pŏpkong. But this

would not have been possible unless Silla had been a land chosen and

blessed by the former Buddha and unless former kings had accumulated

meritorious karma from the beginning of the country’s history. Thus

arose, from about the beginning of the sixth century, a belief that Korea

was the land of the former Buddha. Such a belief is present in several

episodes in the Lives. The first time we encounter it is in the biography

of Ado, where Ado’s mother, before dispatching him to the barbarous

country of Silla to propagate the faith, remarks: “Although at this

moment there is no oral transmission of the doctrine in that land of

Silla, three thousand months from now an enlightened king, a protector
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