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It can be said that creativity is ‘cultural competency’that can

differ depending on cultural background and philosophical

attitudes instead of an individual’s skills or capability.
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Athletic figure on the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel at the Vatican in Rome by
Michelangelo, one of the three greatest

artists of the Renaissance period

Profound and Mysterious Creativity

Creativity has emerged as a major driving force for social development. At the same
time, many plans to develop creativity have been released. If approached from the
point of view of the development of human competency, it is hard to get significant
results. After all, creativity can not be handled the same as technology development
or athletic skill training. Meanwhile, individual creativity is horizontally and vertically
connected with extensive problems that far exceed the scope of individuals such as
culture, society and tradition. Therefore, individual creativity is sometimes led by the
contemporary age. As many gifted artists were born during the Renaissance in the 15th
century, it seems reasonable to say that the era itself can bring creative talents to indi-

viduals.

Therefore, creativity should be reviewed in consideration of the connection to many
social and cultural problems as well as individual competency. In fact, creativity can
not be easily defined. After all, creativity is complicated, as mentioned above, and can
be classified into two categories: those who show creativity and the results of creativity

on society.

First, creation is making something out of nothing. Regardless of whether we are born

with creativity or not, it is not easy to make something that we have never seen before.
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When we see the new creation, it might appear casily inventible. However, it really re-
quires great effort and devotion and the process can be like passing through a long dark
tunnel without lamplight to get to the result. Like the old saying, “There is nothing
new under the sun,’ creativity greatly depends on an individual’s experience.

No matter how gifted a person you are with sparkling creativity, you are going to create
something new based on your experience. Therefore, it is very important to have many
good experiences to improve creativity. Specifically speaking, it is essential to accept
and develop the best of the best cultural achievements and take historically verified
value, so-called ‘tradition,” as your own value.

As they say, ‘An uncut gem does not sparkle.” In the same way, the task is not com-
pleted merely because you have had many experiences. You need to have the skill to cut
gem stones based on your experiences. Actually, making good use of experiences is as
important as accumulating them. After all, it is philosophy that plays a key role in tak-
ing advantage of experiences.

In other words, the level of creativity greatly varies depending on the level of philoso-
phy of those who are engaged in creative activities. Therefore, it can be said that crea-
tivity is ‘cultural competency’ that can differ depending on cultural background and
philosophical attitudes instead of an individual’s skills or capability.
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Meanwhile, the contribution of the results of creativity to culture is also very impor-
tant. In fact, it is why society needs creativity. In this world, a great number of crea-
tions are produced by many people. However, there are very few that survive and trans-

form society and culture.

If creativity produces only common results, no one would take it seriously. However,
many creations produced by humans have remarkably transformed human society and
culture. Because of this kind of significant impact and contribution, creativity has re-
cently drawn great attention from people. Therefore, the social and cultural impact of

the creation, rather than shallow novelty, is what matters in creativity.

As shown above, creativity is closely related to the cultural achievements and experi-
ences of society. In other words, it is fair to say that great achievements accomplished
by society are embraced and specifically displayed through individuals.

The long cultural competence accumulated in society sometimes makes a common
individual a superman. In terms of creativity, therefore, how an individual should uti-
lize the accumulated social tradition or cultural values is more important than how to

strengthen the individual’s creativity.
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The Social Sublimation of Creativity

In world history, individual creativity was often led by social creativity. In addition to
the Renaissance era, the Bauhaus era in Germany and the Memphis period in Italy

were times in which many geniuses were born.

In Korea, the early United Silla and late Joseon (17th and 18th centuries) periods be-
long to this era. After all, the glorious era of creation was entered into by upgrading
the legacies from the past, not just integrating them. If we take a close look at these pe-
riods, we will gain insight into how the creative competency of the era can be utilized
and how an individual’s creativity can bring brilliant culture to society. In addition, we
will have clear goal consciousness on why creativity is needed and which role we need
to play in gaining it. After all, it is Seokguram that is the most brilliant and creative

achievement in Korean tradition.

If Seokguram is closely examined, we will be able to realize that a masterpiece is the
result of the unity of cultural competences during the contemporary era, not just the
result of the accumulation. We can also understand that the major change we are now
facing is to establish and unite fundamental tradition and culture for creativity instead

of just improving creativity itself and creating new culture.
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A complete view of Seokguram
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The Traces of Western Culture in Seokguram

Seokguram is a stone temple built by Kim Dae-seong during the late United Silla pe-
riod. It is the most precious cultural heritage in Korea. Some people even insist that
Seokguram must be protected even at the risk of all other cultural properties. What
makes this grotto temple so special? Is this because it is a mysterious temple built at the
peak of Mt. Tohamsan?

Seokguram is more than just a cultural heritage that should be well preserved. We need
to see its intrinsic value. If this grotto temple is viewed as a single design that keeps a
wide range of cultural competences, however, its cultural excellence and the remark-
able creativity of ancestors during the United Silla period can be felt. We need to
understand that they were fully aware of the most precious culture in the world at the
construction of Seokguram and created this brand-new masterpiece based on their own

interpretation.

At a glance, Seokguram just looks like a perfectly shaped work of art. In fact, it is easy
to think of this masterpiece as the result of Buddhist culture from China. Once you
take a closer look at it, however, you realize that you are totally wrong. After all, Se-
okguram embodies the essence of many contemporary cultures including Greek, Ro-

man, Indian and Chinese cultures.
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During the Japanese colonial period, Japanese architect Miyoji Yoneda was absorbed
in the grounds plans of typical temples, the fagade and grounds plans of stone pagodas
from the Korean Three Kingdoms and United Silla periods, and the architectural plan-
ning of Seokguram. In 1940, after a seven (7) year field investigation on the grotto
temple, he released a paper on the architectural planning of Seokguram. In this paper,
he used Dangcheok (Tang ruler), the reference scale of the Tang Dynasty, for Se-
okguram. With Dangcheok, he proved that the architectural and sculptural elements of
Seokguram were harmoniously balanced based on the advanced proportion system. For
example, he discovered that the radius and width of the entrance to the main chamber
and the height of a domed ceiling were all 12 Dangcheok.

What is fascinating is the use of the diagonal length of the square whose side is 12
Dangcheok in terms of a proportion of the facade in a stone chamber. This indicates
that advanced architectural methods like those of the golden proportions of the famous
ancient Greek temple, the Parthenon, were used on Seokguram, not just precise math-

ematical ratios.

Despite a huge time and space gap, very similar aesthetic values were realized. In Korea,
there is almost no cultural heritage that is as perfectly balanced as Seokguram Grotto
and Bulguksa Temple from the mathematical point of view. The two cultural assets are

cultural heritages to be very proud of as well as examples of extremely exotic culture.
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According to art historian Gang U-bang, the precise mathematical proportion, espe-
cially the golden ratio, was applied to the grounds plans of temples and the grounds
plans and fagade of stone pagodas from the 7th to 9th centuries. Before and after the
Seokguram era, no mathematical proportions have been detected in Korean cultural

heritage. As a matter of fact, Korean culture tends to avoid strict mathematical order.

The mathematical approach implemented in Seokguram was not an accident. The
aesthetic approach during the Greek era was precisely reflected. It is astonishing that a
typical western work of art is found in Korea where natural beauty is the mainstream.
It appears that our ancestors during the United Silla period were very open to foreign

culture and tradition with a precise and keen artistic point of view.

In addition, we wouldn’t have known that the proportional system of the famous
ancient Greek heritage was applied to Seokguram if the grotto temple had not been
so precisely built. Professor Nam Cheon-u measured Seokguram and found no errors
(even less than one millimeter) at all. He was stunned by the technical perfection of
Seokguram during the United Silla period. We tend to underestimate Seokguram as an
ancient cultural property. However, this grotto temple, in keeping with our ancestors’
state-of-the-art engineering methods, is very significant in terms of technical accom-

plishments.
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the natural beauty of graceful curves

instead of mathematical proportions
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The domed structure of Seokguram

The magnificent domed Pantheon

without any pillars
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As is widely known, Seokguram is an artificial grotto which looks like an Indian or
Chinese rocky cavern. Because the rock was too hard to dig a cave in it, an artificial
chamber was built with stones. Then, it was covered with earth. A domed ceiling was

essential to enshrine a huge main Buddha in the middle without any pillars.

Domed structures are the typical architectural pattern of Rome. Even though domes
were discovered prior to the Roman era, they were finally perfected (ex: the Pantheon)
during the Roman period because of advanced civil engineering technology. At that
time, a domed ceiling was the most stunning and innovative work of art. It was like
magic to have a ceiling without any columns in a huge building. Therefore, the dome

is known as the finest and the most typical architectural pattern of Rome.

Surprisingly, this mysterious domed ceiling was discovered in a grotto in a mountain
valley on almost the exact opposite side of the earth. It is a miracle considering the
exacting restoration of advanced western culture despite poor transportation and com-

munication systems at that time.

This masterpiece came about because of active cultural exchange between East Asian
civilizadon (Chinese culture) and western civilization (Roman culture) from late Spring
and Autumn & Warring States period to the Warring States period. In the Spring and

Autumn & Warring States period, the monetary economy flourished with a huge scale
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of distribution. In addition, the urban system and roads were greatly improved. There-
fore, the cultural exchange between the East and West civilizations took place sponta-

neously. Later, this cultural exchange route evolved into the Silk Road.

The Silk Road was a vast network of trade routes that stretched from the Han Dynasty
in the East to ancient Rome in the West. However, it is very rare to find strict math-
ematical proportions or domed structures in Central Asia. Even though they have been
discovered, they are not as perfect as Seokguram. After all, complete and perfect cul-
ture only existed at both ends of the Silk Road. Tsuneo Yoshimitsu released the Theory
of the Avant-Garde that insisted that Silla was a country filled with Roman culture to

explain this mystery.

After all, Seokguram reached the great perfection of western culture. In other words,
our ancestors were fully aware of the essence of Roman culture during the United Silla

period.
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The size and proportions of the main

Buddha in Seokguram
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The Traces of Indian Culture in Seokguram

In his paper, “the Harmoniously Balanced Gate of Seokguram,” art historian Gang
U-bang said that the size and proportions of the main Buddha in Seokguram were per-
fectly matched with the Buddha in Mahabodhi Temple in Bodh Gaya, India. Accord-
ing to Da Tang Xiyu Ji (Great Tang Dynasty Record of the Western Regions) written
by a Chinese Buddhist monk during the Tang Dynasty, the Buddhist statue in Bodh
Gaya was 11.5 Ja (Korean foot; a unit of length, 30.3cm)-tall with 8.8 Ja between the
knees and 6.2 Ja between the shoulders. These figures are almost exactly the same as the
figures of the main Buddha in Seokguram (11.53 Dangcheok in height, 8.8 Ja between
the knees, 6.6 Ja between the shoulders). In terms of the regularity of mathematical
proportions, the main Buddha in Seokguram is more accurate.

The main Buddha in Seokguram was built based on the remote Indian culture. The
Mahabodhi Temple is built on the site where Siddhartha Gautama reached enlighten-
ment underneath a pipal (fig) tree. Therefore, the main Buddha in this temple was
worthy of being a model for the main Buddha in Seokguram. After all, the length, 12
Dangcheok, was closely related with this Indian Buddha.

It is very significant that the Buddhist statues of the United Silla period were directly
related to the Buddhist images in India. Many people believe that a lot of Korean Bud-
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dhist statues were greatly influenced by China. In the 8th century when Silla reached
its peak in terms of culture and civilization, Korea was greatly open to the world. A
number of monks visited China and India and brought foreign civilization to Korea.
Some of them visited the sacred ground in India and received inspiration from the In-
dian Buddhist statues.

It appears that United Silla was superior to the Tang Dynasty in terms of perfection of
the Buddhist statues. This is because the monks from United Silla were fully aware of
the characteristics of Indian and Chinese Buddhist images. If these foreign Buddhist
statues had just been imitated, United Silla would not have attained this high state. After
all, our ancestors made their best efforts to reach a state of perfection. In addition, they
were wise enough to create their own style based on their own tradition and culture.
Even though the main Buddha in Seokguram is exactly the same as the Buddha in India

in terms of dimensions, our ancestors remarkably created their own Buddhist statue.



The Eleven-faced Avalokitesvara with

a perfect and ideal face in Seokguram
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The Traces of Chinese Culture in Seokguram

Seeing the clothing pattern of the main Buddha and the sculptures of Buddha’s disci-
ples and the Eleven-faced Avalokitesvara in back of the main Buddha, it appears that
Seokguram Grotto was influenced by China. During the Tang Dynasty, China reached
a state of very stable and refined patterns in Buddhist statuary. In China, there are no
Buddhist sculptures that are similar to Seokguram in terms of structure. The fact that
United Silla was able to keep a certain amount of distance from the direct influence of
China despite the geographical and cultural closeness between the two countries may
be grounds to newly examine the cultural characteristics of United Silla.

Considering the unique features of the Buddhist images of United Silla, it seems that it
was not entirely influenced by the Tang Dynasty. Even though Chinese Buddhist imag-
es look very stylish and refined, they have their own patterns. However, the main Bud-
dha and other statues in Seokguram look somewhat different. They look like ordinary
humans and ideal human beings at the same time. After all, the world tried to have the
ideal Buddhist statue just like the Buddhist images in Seokguram. However, there are
few civilizations that were able to attain this state of the ideal Buddhist images. On the
contrary, the Buddhist statues from United Silla have transcending ideal patterns.
German art historian Andreas Eckardt said that Korea pursued classical beauty while

China focused on exaggerated and distorted patterns, and Japan showed routine aes-
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thetic beauty. He praised Korean fine arts for the tranquility and integrity also found in

the Greek arts. Being compared to the ancient Greek arts is a great compliment.

For a long time, western artists have tried to realize an invisible ideal beauty. The classi-
cal and Hellenistic sculptures of ancient Greece, such as Venus, pursued a transcending
ideal human being. In fact, Venus does not exist in the real world. Venus looks beauti-
ful because it shows the most ideal aspects of a human being, not because it looks like a

living human.

The transcendence and perfection shown in the main Buddha and Buddha’s disciples
in Seokguram can be compared to the classical beauty of Venus de Milo. Even though
Seokguram was influenced by China in terms of architectural patterns, its sculptures

truly exceed China in terms of perfection.

Lessons from Seokguram in Regards to Creativity

From Seokguram, we can obtain many lessons with regard to creativity. First, the grot-
to temple displays the best contemporary cultures from around the world. The Chinese
and Indian cultures are understandable. However, the Greek and Roman cultures are

unbelievable. Furthermore, the greatest cultural achievements in each civilization such
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as the golden proportion in Greek culture, the domed ceiling from Roman architecture
and refined patterns from China are very fascinating. After all, the best of the best in

the world has been taken advantage of in creating Seokguram.

Above all, our ancestors created a unique stone grotto that will never be found else-
where in the world by creatively reinterpreting all these valuable cultural resources
from around the world. Even though foreign materials were used, a perfect masterpiece
of United Silla was created. In other words, it is a self-oriented perspective that is the

most essential in creativity.

Kim Bong-ryeol, professor in the Dept. of Architecture at Korea National University
of Arts, insists that the period of planning and design accounted for a considerable
portion of the 39 years to complete Bulguksa Temple. It is totally understandable that
it took quite a long time to create this work of perfection using the valuable cultural
heritages from the around the world.

Kim Dae-seong, who planned Seokguram, must have been a world scholar who was
fully informed of the Greek, Roman, Indian and Chinese cultures and civilizations
even though he lived in Gyeongju, Silla. Furthermore, he reinterpreted these different
cultures based on his own thinking and perspective. There is no doubt that he was a

very creative person who dared to create the greatest work of art in the world.
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From Seokguram, we can realize that creativity is essential to make cul-
tural competence flourish. It is also very important to collect and prop-
erly use the most valuable cultural heritage based on our own tradition

and philosophy to let the creativity bloom. El





