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[ABSTRACT]

The Placement Pattern of the Four Guardian
Kings in Korean Buddhist Painting

Chang, Choong Sik

When we see the iconography of the Four Guardian Kings in Korean Buddhist Painting,
we are easily confused in identifying them, because there is a great variety in its
placement pattern due to periodic changes as well as confusion by some artists themselves.
This article examines diverse types in the placement pattern of the Four Guardian Kings
from the Silla to the Choson Dynasties

In Korean Buddhist painting, the Four Guardian Kings are not represented in the four
main directions, where they should have been according to their mythological residences,
but in the positions between the four main directions, such as the southeast, northwest. In
the complex configuration of Buddhist sculpture and painting, the Buddha figure, the main
object of worship, forms the center of the composition, and other figures surround it in
subordinate positions; so such figures as the 1‘Four Guardian Kings cannot be located in
the four main directions, which would have disturbed the view of the Buddha figure. It is
natural, therefore, that their location was changed to the positions between the four main
directions, and the types we see in Diagrams A and B were created.

Type A is found in Sokkuram of Silla and Buddhist paintings of Koryo, while Type B
was common during the Choson Dynasty. The placement pattern of the Four Guardian
Kings in Silla and Koryo periods was based upon that of Sokkuram; although Koryo
Buddhist painting adopted two-stage composition, the positions of the Four Guardian Kings
are the same as the Sokkuram.

This configuration changed during the Choson Dynasty. Three different type appeared:
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1) Diagram D (Type 1), in which the Kings of the East, South, West, and North are
placed clockwise in the front,

2) Diagram E (Type II), in which they are placed located clockwise at each corner,

3) Diagram F (Type III), in which they are placed clockwise in a row.

The Four Guardian Kings are deities who protect Buddhism in the four directions of the
world, but they are not allowed to be located in the front of Buddha, which would have
disturbed the view of the main figure. Consequently two types had to be produced. In first
type, which was popular during the Silla and Koryo periods, the King of the North moved
aside to the east and thus they had a symmetrical arrangement. In the second type, which
flourished in the Choson period, he moved aside to the west. The placement of these
figures thus show a pattern moving clockwise from the east, south, west, and north.
There are a small number of exceptions to this principle, but they mostly resulted from
the mistake or misunderstanding by artists. One cannot answer at this stage why the
earlier type of Silla and Koryo was abandoned in favor of the Choson type. At any rate,
three sub-types that flourished during Choson may be regarded as a standard in the
placement of the Four Guardian Kings in Korean Buddhist painting, Type I being the

most popular among them.
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