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Abstract

Hyeonwangdo: A Type of Late Joseon Buddhist Painting
Concerning the After-Death World

Kim Yun-hee *

Hyeonwangdo, a type of Joseon Buddhist painting exploring the after-death world, portrays
Hyeonwang, who officiates hyeonwangjae, a variant of a type of death ritual known as
“cheondojae” Hyeonwang is another name for Samantabhadra Buddha, appearing
as the Buddha of the Future in Bulseol yesu siwangsaeng chilgyeong(Sutra Spoken by
the Buddha on Rituals to be Performed in Preparation for Judgment by the Ten Kings
of Hell; hereinafter the Sutra of the Ten Kings of Hell). Samantabhadra Buddha came
to be referred to as “Hyeonwang, as this Buddha was shown, in Buddhist ritual books
published during the Joseon period, presiding over the hyeonwangjae ritual, and Buddhist
paintings depicting scenes of this ritual were designated as “hyeonwangtaeng” The name
“Hyeonwang’ has its origin in the phrase found in Buddhist ritual books which reads:
“Hyeonmyeonggye('Samantabhadra Buddha appears in the after-death world’),” This name
seems to have replaced the lesserknown name, Samantabhadra Buddha, as it reflects more
immediately the popular perception among people of the Joseon period that when a human
being dies, he or she is judged in the after-death world by Yeomnadaewang, or the King of Hell,

Hyeonwangjae was first discussed in Gwongong jebanmun(Compendium of Lord Gwon),

a Buddhist ritual book published in 1574 (first published in the Seogwangsa Temple), as a
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cheondojae ritual was performed to pray for the rebirth of the deceased in Paradise, three days
after his/her death. Hyeonwangjae was created by adding ritualistic phrases frequently used
in Joseon-period Buddhist ritual books, along with the rule of having it performed three days
after the death of a person, to the basic framework of the existing yesusipjae ritual. This ritual,
further, has no Chinese precedent. Hyeonwangjae is, therefore, likely to have originated from
popular funeral customs of the Joseon dynasty in which the deceased was usually buried on
the third day after the death, with a shamanistic ritual performed on that day.

The oldest surviving painting on the theme of Hyeonwangdo is the one housed in
the Girimsa Temple, created in 1718, 75 total paintings on this theme have survived to the
present, including 11 works from the 18th century, 54 from the 19th century and 10 from
the early 20th century. Hyeonwang, presiding over the ritual, is usually shown seated at
the center, escorted on his left and right by Daeryunseongwang and Jeollyunseongwang, a
judge, a clerk, and a messenger. Heavenly beings and children surround Hyeonwang from
behind, paying their respects to him, Although Hyeonwang is a Buddha (Samantabhadra
Buddha), in paintings on this theme, however, he is depicted as a figure similar to other kings
like the Ten Kings of Hell. This is mainly because the hyeonwangjae ritual is more closely
related to Myeongbusiwang than to the Samantabhadra Buddha. The Hyeonwang appearing
in Hyeonwangdo indeed gradually borrowed many elements from the iconography of
Yeomnadaewang, the King of Hell, At times, he wore a headdress surmounted by the
Diamond Sutra, and even carried a sword, especially in paintings by monk-painters
based in the Daeseungsa Temple of the Sabulsan Mountain from the early 19th century, In
Hyeonwangdo from the late 19th century, a bull or horse-headed demons or the Demon King
seen in the portrait of the Ten Kings of Hell made their appearance, making the painting
crowded and yet more similar to the Ten Kings of Hell.

Although Hyeonwangdo of the late Joseon period were, according to Buddhist ritual
books from this period, paintings produced for Hyeonwangjae, a cheondojae ritual for the
deceased during the Joseon period, they showed Samantabhadra Buddha as the King of
Hell and borrowed many elements from the popular iconography of the Ten Kings of Hell.
Hyeonwangdo is, therefore, a significant thematic genre reflecting Joseon people’s view of

the after-death world and their notion of the afterlife,
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