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The Historical Background and Significance of Buddhist Pagodas
in Andong According to Yeornggaji

Shin Yongchul*

The object of this study is to understand the history of bibotap, a category of Buddhist stone
stupas whose role is to protect and watch over a town or a local area, by examining historical
circumstances surrounding their emergence and their development and evolution over the
centuries, The study focuses on stupas of this type surviving in Andong, which is only second to
Gyeongju, the ancient capital of Silla, in Korea, in terms of the number of stone pagodas and
stupas. Pagodas in Andong, heavily concentrated in a relatively small area, have been also noted
for the fact that the vast majority of them date from early Goryeo. Meanwhile, Yeonggaji, a local
gazetteer of Andong, contains a wealth of historical information related to pagodas, the type of
information seldom found in other literature of this kind. This paper discusses both documentary
evidence provided in ancient chronicles and concrete archaeological evidence, pointing to the fact
that stupas and pagodas in Andong and its environs were erected primarily as bibotap, in other
words as guardian monument for the local area. The paper also argues that historical residents of
Andong paid particular attention and care to pagodas in their local neighborhoods, as a result of
this new perception about pagodas, which were previously only considered religious monuments
consecrated to Buddhism and Buddhahood.

The original purpose of a Buddhist pagoda is to house Buddha’s sariras. Pagodas, thereby,

* Head Curator of Tongdosamuseum
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also served as an object of religious worship, guiding the faithful closer to Buddha’s teachings.
There had been, however, some deviations from these original functions, in the course of history .
During the Three Kingdoms period, pagodas were increasingly perceived as defense symbols,
guarding the country against the enemy threatening the integrity of its territory and safety of its
people. Later in the Unified Silla period, pagodas became the objects through which people
implored Buddha for furtherance of personal fortunes and earthly gratifications. Yet another shift
in the perception of Buddhist pagodas came sometime between late Unified Silla and early
Goryeo. Under a theory known as “bibosatapseol (complementary Buddhist stupa theory),” a
Buddhist pagoda erected at a well-chosen spot, based on feng shui considerations related to the
energy of land and water, would have supernatural powers controlling its surrounding areas in a
manner beneficial to human habitation, ultimately benefiting the local community. Bibotap was,
therefore, bom from the idea that one may control the energy of land with the power of Buddha
and achieve greater good for the community. Pagodas in the Andong area bear a particularly
strong testimony to such shift in the perception of this religious monument and associated change
in the tone of the Buddhist faith.

Andong is mostly considered in today’s Korea as a historical center of Confucian culture,
However, there is a host of bibotap in Andong, erected over many centuries since early years after
it first became a city inhabited by a sizeable population through to the Joseon period. Yeonggayi, a
local gazetteer of Andong published in mid-Joseon, for instance, offers detailed information about
Buddhist pagodas and stupas peppering this city, in amounts far exceeding similar information
found in other surviving gazetteers of its kind from elsewhere. Yeonggaji provides precise
locations of many of the pagodas and accounts on circumstances of their construction, suggesting
the level of interest taken by local residents, in this matter. For people of Andong, stupas and
pagodas were more than simple symbolical monuments to the Buddhist faith; they were spiritual

guardians of their town, deserving protection by the community .
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