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Abstract

Transforming the Wongaksa Bell[Buddhist Bell] to
the Bosingak Bell[Court Bell]: An Example of the
Debuddhismization during the Joseon Dynasty

Nam Dongsin’

The Bronze Bell of Wongaksa Temple, also known as the Bosingak Bell, was produced in
1468 during the reign of King Sejo for dedication at Wongaksa Temple in the middle of the capital
Hanyang in celebration of the tenth anniversary of his accession to the throne. It is currently
heavily damaged and cannot be struck. This paper focuses on the man-made damage inflicted on
the Bosingak Bell and explores when, why, and by whom the bell was damaged along with the
historical significance of this damage.

In the first section, the relevant literature is reviewed and the problems concerned, research
perspective, and methodology are presented. The history of related theories is investigated focusing
on the relationship between Bosingak Bell and Wongaksa Bell. The perspective that Bosingak
Bell and Wongaksa Bell are the same is introduced. My discussion will be developed from this
perspective.

In the second section, the background to King Sejo’s construction of Wongaksa Bell is
examined. Specifically, the bells commissioned by the kings of the early Joseon era are divided into
court bells (jojong) and Buddhist bells (beomjong). They total four court bells and three Buddhist
bells. The former are the Jongnu Tower Bell commissioned by King Taejo, Donhwamun Gate
Bell by King Taejong, Gwanghwamun Gate Bell by King Sejong, and Sajeongjeon Hall Bell by
King Sejo. The latter are the bells of Yongmunsa, Heungcheonsa (or Jeongneungsa) and Wongaksa
Temples, all of which were made during the reign of King Sejo. Sejo also made Wongaksa Bell and
gave it the meaning that the monarch and the Buddha both wish to enlighten the people through the
sound of the bells.

In the third section, traces of the man-made damage done to Bosingak Bell are closely examined.

By observing the current condition of Bosingak Bell and comparing it with the contemporaneous
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Heungcheongsa Bell (1462) and Bongseonsa Bell (1469), the components of Bosingak Bell that
were damaged can be identified. The damaged parts are again divided into Buddhist elements and
non-Buddhist elements. The former includes the reversed lotus petals on the shoulder band, four
standing bodhisattvas, and the inscription of the bell composed by Choe Hang. The latter includes
lists of chief supervisors (dojejo). I describe the phenomenon of deliberately damaging Buddhist
elements on bells as “effacement of Buddhism,” meaning Buddhist images and inscriptions are
eliminated, and I note the prevailing rejection of Buddhism theory among Neo-Confucianists as its
ideological root. The erasure of non-Buddhist images was probably caused by political conflicts
such as Yeonsangun’s purge in 1504. Since both ideological and political factors played a role in the
changes made to Bosingak Bell, the damage was possibly done between the Purge of 1504 and the
abdication of Yeonsangun in 1506.

Chapter four traces the transformation of the Buddhist bell of Wongaksa Temple into the
Bosingak court bell. Finally completed in 1468, the Wongaksa Bell only served its role as a
Buddhist bell at related services for a relatively brief period of 36 years (until 1504). Wongaksa
Temple was closed down and the bell lost its Buddhist function. In 1536, it was moved from
Wongaksa Temple to Namdaemun Gate, where it remained silent for the next 90 years until it was
struck again in November 1594. However, after the destruction of the Jongnu Bell in a fire during
the Japanese Invasions of Korea (1592—1598), the Buddhist bell from Wongaksa Temple became
a court bell. The Wongaksa Temple bell was relocated to Jongnu Tower in 1619, traveling through
Myeongdong Pass. From then on, as the official Jongnu Bell (later renamed Bosingak Bell), it
was regularly rung at dawn and dusk every day for nearly 300 years until 1908, when Japanese
authorities halted the ritual. The transformation of the Wongaksa Bell (a Buddhist bell) to Bosingak
Bell (a court bell) means that the voice of the Buddha was changed to the voice of the king.

The concept of “effacement of Buddhism,” evident in the transformation of Wongaksa Bell to
Bosingak Bell, was practiced widely on almost every manifestation of Buddhism throughout the
Joseon period. In short, the damage evident in Bosingak Bell underscores the debuddhismization in

Korean society during the Joseon Dynasty.

Keywords: King Sejo, Buddhist Bell, Court Bell, Wongaksa Bell, Bosingak Bell, effacement of

Buddhism, Debuddhismization, rejection of Buddhism
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