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Abstract

Historical Changes in the Naming of the Four Heavenly Kings

Lim Young-ae®

The placement of Lokapalas, the Four Heavenly Kings, the Buddhist semi-deities guarding
the four cardinal directions, varied depending on the period of time. In Unified Silla and Goryeo,
Dhanada (Vaishravana: Buk-Damuncheon), or the Northern Heavenly King, was consistently
placed in the northeast, and was portrayed holding a pagoda in one hand. However, once into
the Joseon period, the Heavenly King holding a pagoda was positioned instead in the northwest.
This study is an attempt at finding answers to the following two questions: what caused the
sudden change in the placement of the Four Heavenly Kings, seen during the Joseon Dynasty,
and why and how the Heavenly King whose position was affected by this change retained the
former name, Bukbang Damuncheon, the Korean name for the Heavenly King holding a
pagoda used during the Unified Silla and Goryeo periods, remained unchanged during the Joseon
period, even though its position had changed.

Conceming the first question on the new arrangement of the Four Heavenly Kings, this
change of position may be traced to woodcut illustrations contained in Songs for the Names of
Various Buddhbas and Bodbisattvas GENAREEZFEKAR), published in 1417, in Ming China,
on the order of Emperor Yongle. Over 1,300 of the woodcut illustrations from this Buddhist hymn

book are known to have been introduced to Joseon during the early years of this dynasty. Copies
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of Songs for the Names of Various Buddbas and Bodbisattvas were distributed across the country,
in subsequent eras, and Buddhist monks were urged to leam the verses by heart. This is attested
to by countless woodcut illustrations produced based on those contained in this book, many of
which have survived to the present. The positioning of the Four Heavenly Kings during the
Joseon period precisely echoes that in woodcut illustrations in Songs for the Names of Various
Buddbas and Bodbisattvas, This same arrangement is also seen in Buddhist paintings, sculptures
and even in sarira reliquary items of Joseon.

The next question concems the name of the Heavenly King holding a pagoda whose
position was changed once into the Joseon period. The Heavenly King with a pagoda in one
hand was invariably referred to, during the Unified Silla and Goryeo periods, as “Bukbang
Damuncheon,” and this name remained in currency, even during the Joseon period, in spite of
the change in position. However, there are also dozens of inscriptions in which the Heavenly
King with a pagoda is referred to as Seobang Gwangmokcheonwang (Virupaksha or the Western
Heavenly King),” found in various locations across the country and dating from different periods of
time in the span of three centuries. Given the recurrence of this naming, across wide-ranging
geographic regions and time periods, it would be wrong to simply ascribe it to a mistake in
transcription. This name was, besides, used to designate the corresponding Heavenly King in
murals of Ming-dynasty Chinese Vairocana temples, suggesting that the name change originated in
Ming China. Hence, under this influence, the Heavenly King holding a pagoda was perceived in
Joseon, at least in some regions and during some periods of time, as Virupaksha or the Western
Heavenly King, and the Heavenly King holding a lute, as Dhanada (Vaishravana) or the Northern
Heavenly King.

Meanwhile, iconographic changes that occurred to the Joseon representations of the Four
Heavenly Kings can be also traced to woodcut illustrations in Songs for the Names of Various
Budcdbas and Bodbisattvas, introduced to Joseon during the early part of this dynasty. The striking
similarities with illustrations from Songs for the Names of Various Buddbas and Bodbisattvas
exhibited by Joseon representations of the Four Heavenly Kings make the existing thesis of direct
Tibetan influence at best improbable. A more likely explanation would be that Tibetan
iconographic characteristics noted in Joseon representations of the Four Heavenly Kings came

through China. As is well-known, Emperor Yongle of Ming China was a keen sponsor of Tibetan
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Buddhism, and the Tibetan elements in Joseon Four Heavenly King representations are identical
to those seen in woodcut illustrations in Songs for the Names of Various Buddhas and
Bodbisattvas commissioned by Yongle. The Ming Chinese influence may also explain the Joseon
practice related to the naming of the Four Heavenly Kings, as their names match those under

which the latter were known in Ming China.
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