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Comparative Analysis of Four-Deity Murals

— Reevaluating the Takehara Tumulus Murals —

Osamu Kimine

Abstract

The “four deities” refer to the guardian deities who govern the world’s four cardinal directions and
consist of four divine beasts: the Azure Dragon (east), the White Tiger (west), the Vermillion Bird (south),
and the Black Turtle (north). Past examinations of the stone-chamber murals in the Kyushu Takehara
tumulus (a circular mound of 18 meters in diameter constructed in the latter half of the 6th century by
Miyawaka-shi, Fukuoka) have interpreted the beast on the burial chamber’s inner wall to be a dragon-
horse, the Azure Dragon, or a celestial horse. The right-hand bird on the anterior chamber’s inner wall has
been interpreted as either the Vermillion Bird or a golden crow (sun image). In this paper, I reevaluate the
interpretations and genealogy of the Takehara murals by examining the Korean Kogury6 and Paekche four-
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deity paintings and sun images.

1 first surveyed the textual sources on the four deities and outlined the Takehara tumulus before

conducting a comparative analysis of the Takehara tumulus and Koguryd/Paekche mural tumuli. I
examined (1) images of the Vermillion Bird and the three-legged crow (sun image), (2) the Black Turtle
images, (3) the Azure Dragon images, and (4) the painting techniques and colorants. Thus, I concluded
that the right-hand bird on the anterior-chamber inner wall in Takehara is the Vermillion Bird, that the left-
hand image on the same wall has Black Turtle-like characteristics (the Black Turtle), and that the beast on
the burial-chamber inner wall has Azure Dragon-like characteristics (the Azure Dragon), leading me to
conclude that the Takehara murals depict the four deities. Regarding their genealogy, it is likely that they
were received via Paekche (Songsan-ri, 6% tomb), considering that the Koguryd murals depict five deities

(adding the Yellow Dragon).

This study confirms that the four deities of ancient China were transmitted to Kyushu in the latter half of

the 6% century via the Korean peninsula.
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Takehara tumulus murals, four-deity paintings, tumulus murals on the Korean peninsula
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