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Abstract

King Sejo’s Establishment of the Thirteen-story Stone
Pagoda of Wongaksa Temple and Its Semantics

Nam Dongsin’

Completed in 1467, the Thirteen-story Stone Pagoda of Wongaksa Temple is the last Buddhist
pagoda erected at the center of the capital (present-day Seoul) of the Joseon Dynasty. It was
commissioned by King Sejo, the final Korean king to favor Buddhism. In this paper, I aim to
examine King Sejo’s intentions behind celebrating the tenth anniversary of his enthronement
with the construction of the thirteen-story stone pagoda in the central area of the capital and the
enshrinement of sarira from Shakyamuni Buddha and the Newly Translated Sutra of Perfect
Enlightenment (JE]52#%). This paper provides a summary of this examination and suggests future
research directions.

The second chapter of the paper discusses the scriptural background for thirteen-story stone
pagodas from multiple perspectives. I was the first to specify the Latter Part of the Nirvana Sutra (K
TEAZLL1%77) as the most direct and fundamental scripture for the erection of a thirteen-story stone
pagoda. I also found that this sutra was translated in Central Java in the latter half of the seventh
century and was then circulated in East Asia. Moreover, I focused on the so-called Kanishka-style
stupa as the origin of thirteen-story stone pagodas and provided an overview of thirteen-story stone
pagodas built around East Asia, including in Korea. In addition, by consulting Buddhist references,
I prove that the thirteen stories symbolize the stages of the practice of asceticism towards
enlightenment. In this regard, the number thirteen can be viewed as a special and sacred number to
Buddhist devotees.

The third chapter explores the Buddhist background of King Sejo’s establishment of the
Thirteen-story Stone Pagoda of Wongaksa Temple. I studied both the Dictionary of Sanskrit-
Chinese Translation of Buddhist Terms (FWi4435%5) (which King Sejo personally purchased in
China and published for the first time in Korea) and the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment. King Sejo

involved himself in the first translation of the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment into Korean. The
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Dictionary of Sanskrit-Chinese Translation of Buddhist Terms was published in the fourteenth
century as a type of Buddhist glossary. King Sejo is presumed to have been introduced to the Latter
Part of the Nirvana Sutra, the fundamental scripture regarding thirteen-story pagodas, through the
Dictionary of Sanskrit-Chinese Translation of Buddhist Terms, when he was set to erect a pagoda at
Wongaksa Temple. King Sejo also enshrined the Newly Translated Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment
inside the Wongaksa pagoda as a scripture representing the entire Tripitaka. This enshrined sutra
appears to be the vernacular version for which King Sejo participated in the first Korean translation.
Furthermore, 1 assert that the original text of the vernacular version is the Abridged Commentary on
the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment (JE]"82£5M555) by Zongmi (5%, 780-841), different from what
has been previously believed.

The final chapter of the paper elucidates the political semantics of the establishment of the
Wongaksa pagoda by comparing and examining stone pagodas erected at neungsa (fE3F) or
Jjinjeonsawon (EBS5K5%), which were types of temples built to protect the tombs of royal family
members near their tombs during the early Joseon period. These stone pagodas include the Thirteen-
story Pagoda of Gyeongcheonsa Temple, the Stone Pagoda of Gaegyeongsa Temple, the Stone
Pagoda of Yeongyeongsa Temple, and the Multi-story Stone Pagoda of Silleuksa Temple. The
comparative analysis of these stone pagodas reveals that King Sejo established the Thirteen-story
Stone Pagoda at Wongaksa Temple as a political emblem to legitimize his succession to the throne.

In this paper, I attempt to better understand the scriptural and political semantics of the
Wongaksa pagoda as a thirteen-story pagoda. By providing a Korean case study, this attempt will
contribute to the understanding of Buddhist pagoda culture that reached its peak during the late
Goryeo and early Joseon periods. It also contributes to the research on thirteen-story pagodas in
East Asia that originated with Kanishka stupa and were based on the Latter Part of the Nirvana

Sutra.

Keywords: King Sejo, Wongaksa Temple pagoda, Gyeongcheonsa Temple pagoda, thirteen-
story pagoda, Kanishka stupa, Latter Part of the Nirvana Sutra, Dictionary of Sanskrit-Chinese
Translation of Buddhist Terms, Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment, Korean translation of Sutra of

Perfect Enlightenment
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