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Abstract

The “King is Buddha” Tradition in East Asia and
King Gungye(5#), the Maitreya Buddha

Park, Kwang-youn

In previous research, the belief in Maitreya’s future descent into this
world was a teaching disseminated by Jinpyo(IEZ%) in the later Silla(HTif)
era, along with the Buddhist doctrine of the “Age of Degenerate Dharma.”
This was the background for King Gung-ye’s(ruled in Later Goguryeo 45
AJBE from 901~918) claim to be the incarnation of Maitreya Buddha.
(This was very confusing) In this paper, I have added more background.

Firstly, the Maitreya faith of the later Silla’s royal family in the 9th
century is another background I would like to add. In the reign of King
Gyeongmun(3 L 1.861~875), once a member of Silla’s Hwarang({ER}
Youthful Warriors), all Seon monks were revered as Maitreya Buddhas.
The belief in the coming of Maitreya was propagated so that people would
view the king as a “wheel-turning sage king(finZ: 1= Skt. cakravartin)”.

Secondly, Seon monks of the later Silla period believed in the coming of
Maitreya. Unlike the Seon(iifi Ch. Chan) Buddhism of Tang(}# China), in
Silla, Seon monks who believed in Maitreya also believed that Kasyapa(ill
#) was waiting for Maitreya to descend on Mt. Kukkutapada(Z5/@LL in
Magadha JE#PE). There is also the possibility that Seon monks who
anticipated the coming of Maitreya actively propagated the belief that King
Gung-ye was the Maitreya Buddha.
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Thirdly, Zetian Wuhou(#HIK 624 - 705, a Tang /& empress), who
claimed to be a Cakravartin(wheel-turning sage king) and Maitreya Buddha,
is more evidence of the East Asian belief that kings are Buddhas. Like
Zetian Wuhou, who ascended to the throne citing spurious scriptures such
as the Mahamegha-siitra( KZ545) and the Ratnamegha-satra(F7iHif%), King
Gung-ye himself wrote more than 20 volumes of such scriptures

Through these cases, we can better understand King Gung-ye’s claim to
be Maitreya Buddha as a manifestation of the East Asian belief in the
“King is Buddha”, as well as the belief in the coming of Maitreya held by
monks and the royal family in 9th century Silla. Even though King
Gung-ye’s claim to be Maitreya lasted less than 10 years, it is an
interesting case of the existence of the “King is Buddha” tradition on the

Korean Peninsula.

Keywords : King is Buddha(L-E[}{#), wheel-turning sage king(fEifimss
+ Skt. cakravartin), Maitreya, Gungye(57s), Jinpyo (I
#), Hwarang({EES Youthful Warriors), Zetian Wuhou(i,
HII’K), Maitreya’s future descent
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