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Abstract

A Study on the Stone Step Parapet Sculptures of the Geunjeonjeon
Hall of the Gyeongbok Palace

Lee Sungjun *

The Gyeongbok Palace was the main royal palace of the Joseon dynasty as well as
the largest and most sumptuous of the royal palaces of this dynasty, The Geunjeongjeon
Hall, meanwhile, was the central edifice in this palace, used as the royal audience chamber
where the king met with his court to discuss the affairs of the state or proclaimed an edict,
or received state envoys from neighboring countries. Stone step, the two-tiered square
stone platform on which the building rests, is surrounded with stone parapets, sculpted
with images of various animals, The Gyeongbok Palace was destroyed in a fire during the
Japanese Invasions (1592-1598), and was then left in ruins for subsequent 270 years. The
palace was rebuilt during the reign of King Gojong (1863-1907). The stone step, however, is
from the original construction, as this stone structure survived the fire,

This paper is a study on the principle of the arrangement of the stone parapet pillars
of the Geunjeongjeon Hall, representing various animals, This study examines how the
arrangement of the parapet pillars reflects considerations based on the yin and yang and five
elements theory and the traditional geomantic principle known as “biboyeomseung, while
taking also into account the characteristics of the early Joseon society, the location of the

Gyeongbok Palace and the overall distribution of buildings within this palace, This paper

* Curator of Gyeonggi Provincial Museum
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argues that, contrary to the widespread belief that the Four Guardian Gods and animals
related to the 12 Earth’s Branches are placed in their standard order, their arrangement
was influenced by the yin and yang and five elements theory which was the fundamental
principle for the overall distribution of the Gyeongbok Palace, Meanwhile, the original
arrangement of the parapet pillars was changed to the current one, this study argues, in
order to remedy flaws in the geomantic disposition of the Gyeongbok Palace, following
the principle of biboyeomseung. The Geunjeonjeon Hall's parapets, original in its style of
arrangement, are also significant as an example of architectural integration of principles of
Neo-Confucianism, the founding philosophy of the Joseon dynasty.

The parapet sculptures were divided into two styles, I and II, based on the feeling
of volume, outlines of the body and planes and sculptural techniques, Meanwhile, by
comparing them with other Joseon stone sculptures with known dates of creation, and
basing the estimation on the dates of construction and reconstruction of the Gyeongbok
Palace, a chronological order was established for their dates of creation. Through these
steps, style-I sculptures were dated to sometime between the reigns of Taejo (1392-1398)
and Sejong (1418-1450), when the whole structure of the palace was completed and style-II
sculptures to the reign of Gojong when the palace was rebuilt centuries later,

The sculptures of the stone step parapets of the Geunjeongjeon Hall, sober yet warm,
faithfully embody the native aesthetic of Korea and deserve to be counted among the
masterpieces of Joseon stonework, These sculptures are further distributed in a highly
original manner, in an order not seen in neighboring East Asian countries, The significance
of this study lies in the lights it casts on the architectural reflection of Neo-Confucian

principles in this original stone edifice of the Joseon dynasty.
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