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— BJOAF 43, 2020 — 

Between Satire and Nationalism: 
The Transcoded Pantheon of Hell in the Webtoon 

Sin kwa hamkke (“Along with the Gods,” 2010–2012) 

Barbara Wall 

Since at least 2015 South Korean society has been massively criticized, mostly from 
within, as being “Hell Chos�n,” where Chos�n, the name of the last Korean royal dyn-
asty, is used as an equivalent to South Korea. The Naver webtoon Sin kwa hamkke by 
Chu Homin can be understood as a forerunner of the Hell Chos�n discourse. In this 
webtoon (a cartoon on the web), the reader travels with the protagonist through different 
kinds of hell, which turn out to be satirical versions of contemporary South Korean so-
ciety. While the satire has a clearly subversive character and can be taken as social criti-
cism, the webtoon also has strong nationalistic tendencies. Although the pantheon of 
hells, as it is portrayed in the webtoon, draws from diverse sources and is therefore a 
prime example of intracultural multiculturality, Chu Homin constructs a culturally ho-
mogenous picture of the hellish pantheon, thereby emphasizing its pure Koreanness. 
This paper explores how the webtoon mixes and switches different codes for satirical 
and nationalistic purposes. This play with different codes demonstrates how national-
istic reductionism obscures intracultural multiculturality, thereby concealing one of the 
strongest appeals not only of Sin kwa hamkke but of Korean culture in general. 

Introduction

Situations that are extremely unpleasant and at the same time inescapable are of-
ten compared to hell. Sometimes we also describe whole countries with miserable 
living conditions as hell. This, of course, always depends on the perspective and 
the expectations of the viewer. What is hell for some can be paradise for others. One 
society that has been compared to hell by its own citizens is South Korea, which, 
especially in social media, is often referred to as “Hell Chos�n” (@�$<����), with 
Chos�n , the name of the last Korean royal dynasty, used as an equivalent to 
South Korea. According to Yi Uch’ang, an expert on the Hell Chos�n discourse 
(Yi Uch’ang 2016), the term was coined in an article in the newspaper '�	�������
sinmun ���$�&��@�$<��������������������������-i p’iryohae” (“If you are born in Hell 
Chos�n, you need to exert yourself vigorously”; `��"�¾����2015) after which people 
from diverse social and political backgrounds began to criticize life in South Korean 
society, widely calling it hell (Yi Uch’ang 2016: 109). 1 

¤��$�����������@�$$�
������!���������ipresent in South Korean media around 
this time in 2016, the webtoon author Chu Homin had already been playing with 
the idea of comparing contemporary South Korean society to hell since 2010 (Fig. 1). 

                                           
First, I would like to thank Chu Homin for allowing me to use images from his webtoon in this 
study. I am grateful to the anonymous reviewers and editors of the Bochum Yearbook of East 
Asian Studies for their thorough corrections and suggestions. I would also like to thank Elizabeth 
Lee, Maya Stiller, Andrew Logie, Marion Eggert, and Seungsook Moon for their helpful com-
ments and advice when writing this article. 
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Fig. 1: Beginning of the webtoon ,$����1����������: the Ten Gods and the two 
messengers from hell (Chu 2017/18, first installment; https://comic.naver.com/

webtoon/detail.nhn?titleId=697685&no=1&weekday=thu). 

In his Naver webtoon Sin kwa hamkke (“Along with the gods,” 2010–
2012), Chu takes his readers through hells which turn out to be satirical versions of 
contemporary South Korean society. While the satire has a clearly subversive char-
acter and mocks contemporary South Korean society, the webtoon also has strong 
nationalistic tendencies. Although these tendencies are subtle at the beginning, they 
become more and more prominent towards the end. This paper explores how the 
webtoon mixes and switches different codes for satirical and nationalistic pur-
poses. This play with different codes demonstrates how nationalistic reductionism 
obscures intracultural multiculturality, thereby concealing one of the strongest ap-
peals not only of Sin kwa hamkke but of Korean culture in general. 

The first part of the webtoon is set in hell or in the Otherworld, where the Ten 
Kings (si 1��� ) rule as judges of the dead. Although Chu Homin has high-
lighted in an interview that the gods, i.e., the Ten Kings in the webtoon, represent 
traditional Korean culture (Chu 2018a, 3: 251), I would emphasize their multicul-
tural background. I argue that the act of transcoding in the webtoon serves to ob-
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scure the diverse cultural roots of the Ten Kings. By providing images of the Ten 
Kings from Korean temples in the webtoon as source material, Chu—intentionally 
or not—creates the illusion that the roots of the Ten Kings are purely Korean. Prima 
facie, it seems that in the transcoding process, Chu has simply transferred the nar-
ratives of the Ten Kings from Korean temples into a Korean webtoon, but in fact 
the pantheon of the Ten Kings in the webtoon is drawn from diverse sources of 
different provenance. 

This does not mean that Chu presents a culturally homogenous picture of the 
hellish pantheon in the webtoon. He switches codes and uses narratives of different 
provenance, including, for example, the legend of Orpheus and Eurydice and refers 
to characters portrayed on the cards used for playing the popular Korean card game 
of Go-Stop. Obviously, these references are to sources that do not belong to the 
story world on which the webtoon is primarily based. This clash of different codes 
creates tension, often with humorous or satirical effect, but code-clashing or code-
switching can also support the illusion that the Ten Kings are purely Korean. The 
apparent “otherness” of the codes and the subtlety of references to non-Korean 
sources or to sources that clearly do not belong to the underlying story world seem 
to underscore the fundamental homogeneity of the pantheon of the Ten Kings as 
constructed in the webtoon. In other words, the clash that is induced by code-
switching helps to construct or intensify the dichotomy between “the other” and 
“us,” which communicates to the readers a seemingly clear idea of what is “ours” 
or, in this case, what is Korean. 

Proceeding from my first argument—that transcoding can obscure multicultural 
roots—and my second argument—that code-switching is a way to construct and 
sharpen the dichotomy between Koreanness and non-Koreanness—I finally argue 
that Chu builds the pantheon of the Ten Kings by mixing codes of different prove-
nance, albeit unintentionally. Although he draws the readers’ attention to the trans-
coding process by repeatedly pointing directly to images of the Ten Kings from 
Korean temples, he in fact does not, as might be assumed, transcode a set of narra-
tives about the Ten Kings from one cultural context (Korean temples) into another 
(Korean webtoon). Rather, he mixes codes and integrates narratives of different 
provenance. 

We find the tendency to nationalize the transnational all over the world. Finnair, 
for example, humorously calls itself the “Official Airline of Santa Claus” by refer-
ring to Santa’s alleged hometown Rovaniemi in Finnish Lapland. A more problem-
atic example is the Germanization of Norse mythology in Nazi propaganda. The 
way in which the webtoon nationalizes the Ten Kings is thus not a new phenom-
enon, but it lends itself as a case study to explore how transcoding, code-switching 
and code-mixing can serve as tools with which to nationalize the transnational. 

I shall begin with a short summary of the basic story plot of Sin kwa hamkke. I 
will then discuss an interview in which Chu Homin argues that the gods in his 
webtoon are traditionally Korean. In this interview Chu also mentions two books 
that he claims served as inspiration for the webtoon, titled Y������������ (“Stories of 
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Our Gods,” 2013) and %�$��������$ 
i haehak (“Humor in Buddhist Art,” 2010). 
After exploring how the Ten Kings are indeed constructed as entirely Korean in 
these two books and drawing on several academic articles, I will then give some 
examples that reveal the multiculturality of the Ten Kings. In the last part of this 
paper, I will examine specific examples of transcoding, code-mixing, and code-
switching in Sin kwa hamkke to illustrate my broader analysis. 

Sin kwa hamkke: The Otherworld 

Sin kwa hamkke is divided into three parts: the “Otherworld” (ch	s
��), “This 
World” (is
��), and the “Mythical World” (sinhwa). We can understand the Myth-
ical World as a prequel to the Otherworld and This World, since the third part fo-
cuses on the characters that featured in the first two parts of the webtoon. Sin kwa 
hamkke appeared as a Naver webtoon between 2010 and 2012 and was compiled 
and published in book form between 2011 and 2012.2 

Sin kwa hamkke is an exemplar of cultural transmutation, extremely rich in (ex-
amples of) transcoding, code-switching and code-mixing. Since the aim of this pa-
per is not mainly to list the cultural transmutations we find in the webtoon, but ra-
ther to explore the effect that cultural transmutations can have, I will focus on the 
first part of the webtoon and especially on the description of hell in the Other-
world. Since the way cultural transmutations appear in the Otherworld do not 
change in the first three volumes, I will limit a closer reading to the first volume of 
the first part of the webtoon. 

The first part of Sin kwa hamkke tells two stories: one is the story of Sergeant 
Yu S�ngy�n who dies on duty when a shot is unintentionally fired by another ser-
geant. Yu S�ngy�n dies, but he cannot leave This World for the Otherworld be-
cause of his unjust death, so he stays behind as a ghost. To avoid investigation, Yu 
S�ngy�n’s superior hushes up Yu’s death and claims that Yu simply disappeared 
after leaving the military base, a story that reduces Yu’s aging mother to despair. 
Three messengers from the Otherworld (ch	s
���*���� ) help the ghost Yu 
S�ngy�n to reveal what really happened, so that Yu can finally leave for the Oth-
erworld at the end of Part One. While Yu S�ngy�n’s story touches on some aspects 
of the Otherworld, it takes place mainly in This World. 

The second story told in Part One revolves around Kim Chahong, who takes 
readers through several different versions of hell. This paper uses Kim’s journey to 
explore the motivation and effects of transcoding, code-switching and code-mixing 
with respect to descriptions of the Otherworld. Kim Chahong’s story starts with his 
own funeral and the statement “I died in autumn 2009” (Fig. 2, Chu 2018a, 1: 10). 
���� ����������� 	���� ���� ��������$&�����&� @��������"� ��&� ��� ��"-
ch’un appear at the funeral to accompany Kim on his way to the Otherworld. 

                                           
2 This paper uses the book form for reference, while the images stem from the online webtoon. 
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Fig. 2: Kim Chahong’s funeral (Chu 2017/18, first installment; 
https://comic.naver.com/webtoon/detail.nhn?titleId=697685&no=1&weekday=thu). 

A third messenger named Kangnim awaits them at the subway station Tae-
hwa. From there, a train called “Paridegi” leaves for Ch’ogun Gate , a sub-
way station in the Otherworld. After Kim’s arrival at Ch’ogun Gate, the lawyer 
Chin Kihan explains that he will support Kim during the 49 days of his trial pro-
cess before the gods of the Underworld. 

Lawyer Chin clarifies that if everything goes well, Kim will undergo a trial eve-
ry seven days in seven different versions of hell and be able to avoid the last three 
of the Ten Kings and their versions of hell. We can understand the journey through 
the hell worlds as a quest, like the quests that we often find in video games. Kim 
may only move on to the next hell once he has passed through the present one. 
Each trial has different judgment criteria and focuses on the different qualities of 
the “defendant” or categories of deeds committed by him. The following table lists 
the sequence or the “levels” of the different sub-hells and their corresponding 
names, the kings who preside over them, and the personal qualities under scrutiny. 
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Level Name of hell A������������ 6���������*�������� 

1 Sword Mountain Hell 
(Tosan chiok3 ) 

King Chin’gwang ( , 
“Extensive King of Qin”) 

general selection 

2 Liquid Fire Hell 
(Hwat’ang chiok ) 

King Ch’ogang ( , 
“King of the First River”) 

altruistic acts 

3 Icy Hell 
(Hanbing chiok ) 

King Songje ( , 
“King Che of Song”) 

filial piety 
(hyo ) 

4 Sword Tree Hell 
(K�msu chiok ) 

King Ogwan ( , 
“King of the Five Offices”) 

killing, theft, immorality, 
alcohol, thoughtlessness 

5 Tongue Pulling Hell 
(Pals�l chiok ) 

King Y�mna ( , 
“King Yama”) 

deeds committed by the 
mouth 

6 Venomous Snake Hell 
(Toksa chiok ) 

Queen Py�ns�ng ( , 
“Queen of Transformation”) 

family’s and 
friends’ deeds 

7 Sawing Bones Hell 
(K�hae chiok ) 

King T’aesan ( , 
“King of Mount Tai”) 

betrayal for 
one’s own benefit 

Table 1: Sequence of Kim Chahong’s trials in hell. 

Although Kim Chahong has to overcome several challenges and not every trial 
goes smoothly, he eventually gets through the 49 days of trial. The first part of Sin 
kwa hamkke ends with Kim Chahong waiting in front of six doors for the an-
nouncement of his future destiny and reincarnation. 

Constructing Korean gods: Chu Homin’s sources for the Ten Kings 

In this section I will examine how Chu Homin constructs the gods in hell as tra-
ditionally Korean. In an interview with ������ �$�� Chu claims emphatically that 
his webtoon has no religious message and that it is “merely a story about the tradi-
tional gods of Korea” (H������� 
i ch	������� ���; `��"� @>�������� 2011). At the 
end of the “Otherworld” Chu Homin explains how he decided to write about tradi-
tional Korean Gods, “Every country has representative traditional cultural content 
(�������*�
). In the case of Japan it would be ninja or samurai. […] For China it 
would be martial arts. But there is nothing that pops up in my mind for Korea” 
(Chu 2018a, 3: 251). According to Chu, the gods that appear in Sin kwa hamkke 
are as representative for Korea as samurai are for Japan. Even setting aside the re-
ductionist essentialism, it is important to note that we should consider the gods in 
Sin kwa hamkke as representative for Japan or China as they are for Korea, since 

                                           
3 To avoid long lists of transcriptions, throughout this paper I will only transcribe terms accord-
ing to their Korean pronunciation, even though the Japanese and Chinese pronunciations would 
have reflected the pantheon’s multiculturality. 
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they belong to the transnational cultural �������*�
 shared by at least these three 
countries, as we will discuss in detail in the next section. 

While the back covers of the five volumes of Sin kwa hamkke comprising the 
first two parts of the webtoon contain mostly humorous references to the story, the 
back covers of the three volumes of the last part, the “Mythical World,” try to 
catch the reader’s eye by announcing, “The prequel to Sin kwa hamkke reinterpret-
ing forgotten Korean myths” (uri-�����������	��	��D����������1�-�
$ *�����	�-
��� ���� �1�� ������ ��
����1	$). As we will see later, the main function of the 
“Mythical World” seems to be the construction of a culturally homogenous picture 
of a purely Korean pantheon of hell. 

We find similar nationalistic tendencies in several academic articles about the 
webtoon. Kang Mis�n, for example, argues that Sin kwa hamkke is so popular be-
cause “it uses Korean myths as sources and not ‘Western’ myths or religion” 
(Kang 2011: 90). She admits that the premise of Ten Kings ruling in the ten realms 
of Hell, which constitutes the fundamental story of the webtoon, might be influ-
enced by non-Korean sources, but she still claims that most of the story threads in 
the webtoon are rooted in Korean shamanism (Kang 2011: 94). 

Regardless of the accuracy of the descriptions of Hell, the ‘Koreanness’ of the 
gods in the webtoon seems to be debatable. As Chu Homin also explains in the in-
terview, the sources for his webtoon were books like Y������� ����� (Our god sto-
ries) or %�$��������$ 
i haehak (“Humor in Buddhist Art”��`��"�@>��������2011). 
These two books obviously inspired him in several ways and might illuminate how 
the Korean character of the gods in the webtoon was constituted. 

Y������������ was written by S� Ch�ngo. The front flap of his book introduces 
him as a former primary school teacher who is now making a living by rewriting 
old stories. After calling his book an encyclopedia of “our” (uri, i.e., “Korean”) 
gods in the preface, he introduces 99 gods in seven different chapters. One of these 
is devoted to the gods of the Otherworld, where we also find the gods that appear 
in Chu Homin’s webtoon: the Ten Kings and the three messengers from the Un-
derworld. S� does not cite any concrete sources, although he admits that he relied 
on “cultural archetype contents” (���1��1	��	�����������*�
) developed by 
the Korea Creative Content Agency4 (KOCCA, Han’guk k’ont’ench’> chinh>ng-
w�n). In the introduction, S� laments, 

“Recently, Western myths, especially Greek or Roman myths, have become well 
known, and we (uri) have become extremely familiar with the gods that appear in those 
myths. It is worthwhile and helpful that we (uri) accept strange (����	�) culture and 
digest it according to our (uri) sentiments. But this is something we should do after 
we have fully understood and used our own things (�����	�). To defend and cultivate 
our own things (�����	�) can be compared to creating a big container (k
r
t) which 
will enable us to accept things from others (nam 
���	�) without feeling inferior. This 
is exactly the reason for the growing interest in our native (���� �������) gods that 

                                           
4 The Korea Creative Content Agency is a government agency that promotes the South Korean 
cultural industry. 
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have been deeply rooted in the lives of our common people (urine paeks	��) since a 
long time ago” (S� 2013: 6). 

Chu insists in the interview that the gods in his webtoon are traditionally Korean, 
and S� is frequently referring to the gods he introduces as uri sin (our gods), which 
means Korean as opposed to nam 
i sin (others’ gods). Especially the metaphor of 
the container (k
r
t) that has to be filled with knowledge of “our” things before 
“we” can engage with “things from others” ignores the possibility of learning about 
ourselves through contact with others. S� obviously categorizes Greek and Roman 
gods as nam, but he does not clarify what uri might encompass, although it will be 
clear to the reader that he is referring to Korea and not to a bigger cultural entity 
that is familiar with the story universe of the Ten Kings, including at least China, 
Japan and Korea. While admitting that most of the gods in his books have roots in 
Buddhism, which means that they can hardly be said to be exclusively Korean 
gods, S� makes it very clear that he is not interested in their religious roots, but 
rather in the narratives of gods shared by “our” common people long ago. Since he 
does not provide explicit sources, we can only speculate how he collected these 
narratives. 

The fear or almost resignation that “we” as Koreans might lose or have already 
lost “our” things while being flooded with “things from others” can also be felt in 
Kang �����’s article, where she explains that the Otherworld in the webtoon does 
not refer to the Christian idea of hell “that we are generally familiar with” (Kang 
2011: 91). Whether or not Christian ideas of hell are more prevalent in Korea than 
the pantheon of the Ten Kings, her implication is that Koreans are more familiar 
with foreign concepts than with Korean concepts, even as the Korean concepts she 
mentions—here, the Otherworld depicted in the webtoon—are also a product of 
masterful code-mixing and thus are not themselves “purely” Korean. 

The urge to differentiate between Korean and non-Korean ideas also forms the 
basis of Cho H>ngyun’s “Study on Korean hells” (“Han’guk chiok y�n’gu,” 1999). 
Cho emphasizes that Korean hells are shamanistic and originally so different from 
Buddhist, Taoist, or Christian conceptions that they should not even be called hell 
(chiok; Cho 1999: 34). Taking the same line, Yang Chinho (2015) tries to “Kore-
anize” the Ten Kings by emphasizing their alleged shamanistic nature. The nation-
alistic undertone of these studies acquires a racist note in articles like Ch’oe Su-
ung’s “Study on the use of myths of the Korean race in Chu Homin’s Sin kwa 
hamkke” (“
���@�����>��Sin kwa hamkke e nat’anan hanminjok sinhwa hwaryong 
�>��������$$����������,” 2017), in which he argues that pure fun is not enough when 
creating a webtoon based on myths. According to Ch’oe, myths reflect the “identi-
ty of the race” (minjok 
i ch	��*���	��) and should therefore be studied thor-
oughly before using them as sources for a webtoon (Ch’oe 2017: 93). While being 
very eager to relegate the “Korean race” to abstract notions of ch	��, which can be 
understood as “warm human affection” and which according to Ch’oe is a racial 
characteristic reflected in Korean myths, he conveniently overlooks that the basis 
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of Sin kwa hamkke is the pantheon of the Ten Kings, which cannot be considered a 
uniquely Korean myth. 

The tendency to relabel clearly multicultural images as purely Korean can also 
be found in Kw�n Chungs�’s %�$��������$�
i haehak (Humor in Buddhist art), the 
second book that Chu Homin mentioned in the �������$�� interview as a source of 
inspiration for his webtoon. While the title of this book does not seem at all nation-
alistic, the endorsements at the beginning set the tone: “The architecture of Bud-
dhist temples in our country (uri nara, i.e., “Korea”) seems to express the Buddhist 
world in the most formidable way” (Kw�n 2010). �������is not a book on Bud-
dhist art in general, but has a strong focus on Korean Buddhist art, frequently 
stressing its uniqueness. While the characters from the Otherworld in the webtoon 
seem to be greatly influenced by S�’s Y������������, we can also find strong paral-
lels between the webtoon and %�$��������$�
i haehak, especially with regard to the 
structure of the webtoon and the use of temple images. 

Kw�n’s %�$��������$�
i haehak consists of 46 entries arranged in six chapters. 
At the beginning of each entry, Kw�n briefly and often humorously introduces the 
topic of the entry and then supports his ideas with references to Buddhist sutras. 
The main part of each entry is devoted to pictures taken by Kw�n himself on tem-
ple visits. We find a similar pattern in the webtoon, where images of the Ten Kings 
taken from Korean temples directly appear in the webtoon. In some cases, only 
these images are visible to the reader (Chu 2018a, 1: 25, 35, 102), i.e., the story is 
interrupted by panels showing images from Korean temples. In addition, the first 
two volumes of the webtoon show images of the Ten Kings and the three messen-
gers in an appendix. In other cases, the images literally become part of the webtoon 
itself. For example, when the lawyer, Chin, prepares Kim for the trial process, he 
uses paintings of the Ten Kings from H>ngch’�n Temple and T’ongdo Temple as 
wall maps to explain what Kim can expect (Chu 2018a, 1: 43, 44). Since the images 
are without exception taken from Korean temples, they feed the illusion that they 
represent uniquely Korean gods; the multicultural diversity of the narratives of the 
Ten Kings is not apparent. Foregrounding images from Korean temples as the 
source cultural context for the target cultural context of the webtoon helps to con-
struct the Ten Kings as uniquely Korean gods. 

This is an example of the effects of transcoding and code-mixing. While the ad-
aptation of temple images from Korean temples to the webtoon can be understood 
as an example of synchronic transcoding—the images were transferred from one 
contemporary cultural context to another—the temple images themselves and the 
narrative context they give to the Ten Kings are a product of code-mixing: diverse 
narratives of different provenance were harmonized in order to create a uniform 
image of the Ten Kings in temples and in popular culture. 
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A product of code-mixing: 
The Ten Kings in religious contexts and in literature 

Morohashi Tetsuji’s  Dai Kan–Wa jiten  (Comprehensive 
Chinese–Japanese dictionary) categorizes the Ten Kings as Buddhist, explains that 
they rule in the Otherworld, and provides a list of their names which match the 
names of the Ten Kings in the webtoon. In the entry on the !��  (Ten Kings) 
he refers readers directly to the ���� '������ ������ (!��-kei ; Morohashi 
1984: 2, 514), which is considered an East Asian apocryphon dating from the tenth 
century; the authorship is attributed to Zangchuan  (Nakamura 2002: 477). 
Stephen Teiser calls it the ����*���������4��������'���� in the title of his seminal 
book on the text (Teiser 1994). The ���� '������ ����� to which Morohashi and 
Teiser refer is not a single text, but exists in many variants, including the Puls	l 
����� ��1���� �����*��$� ��	��  (Scripture spoken by the 
Buddha on preparing the [ritual of the] Ten Kings [for] rebirth after seven days) 
and the %�$�	$�0�!��������$���$�������	����1������	�� 

 (Scripture spoken by the Buddha on KÇitigarbha Bodhisattva giving rise to 
the circumstances of the Ten Kings).5 These two variants are especially important, 
since both share some elements with the webtoon that cannot be found in the other 
variants. 

While Chu Homin’s webtoon exclusively uses images of the Ten Kings from 
Korean temples, Nakamura Hajime’s  J������ jiten  (Dictionary 
of Buddhism) gives a list of Buddhist temples in Japan that contain paintings or 
statues of the Ten Kings. Paintings can, for example, be found in the Tendai  
sect temple Nison-in  ��� ��� ���� �+&��  ����� ���#$�� �+	�"�-ji , 
����������!���������+�� . Statues of the Ten Kings play a central role in the 
���#$��� ´��+-ji  in Kamakura %� @+���ku-ji  ��� ��+��%� ��&�
¥��"��+-ji  in Nara . These three temples were all built during the 
Kamakura period (1185–1333), when worship of the Ten Kings, and especially of 
King Y�mna , became popular in Japan. Even these few examples raise the 
question how the Ten Kings represent Korean culture. Cheeyun Lilian Kwon’s re-
cent monograph �44�*�*�����Y����1��$�������&�$�������4�����'�����%������������
�����&�$�0��������'����� is another study that revolves around the multicultur-
ality of the Ten Kings. 

The webtoon could easily have embraced the multicultural roots of the Ten 
Kings by transcoding not only images from Korean temples but also images from 
Japanese or Chinese temples, for example. This, however, would have challenged 
the idea that the Ten Kings in the webtoon are uniquely Korean gods. Teiser re-
minds us that traces of the Ten Kings can be found not just in religious texts but 
also in paintings, murals, statues, prayers, dedications, essays, and folktales (Teiser 
1994: 76). Still, the ����'�����������W�especially illustrated versions of it, provides 

                                           
5 English translations of the titles according to Sørensen (2016: 234, 262). 
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many of the details about the Ten Kings that appear in the webtoon. Chu Homin 
may not have consulted the ����'����������� when creating Sin kwa hamkke, but 
he did not rely solely on the images of the Ten Kings from Korean temples. With 
Y������������ or %�$��������$�
i haehak, Chu accessed sources that nationalize the 
transnational or, in other words, that are themselves a product of either un-reflected 
or willful nativization of multicultural traditions. Since none of these books pro-
vides precise sources for their portrayals of the Ten Kings, however, the whole 
pantheon of hell seems to be a diffuse amalgamation packaged under a Korean label. 

The Ten Kin����������is not the origin of all narratives regarding hell or the Ten 
Kings. Rather, it derives from many sources and can be considered a continuation 
of the 0�!��������$����1	n ky	��  (“Sutra on the past vows of 
KÇitigarbha Bodhisattva”; Muller 2019). KÇitigarbha Bodhisattva (Kor. Chijang 
posal ), who also appears in the webtoon, is well known for his vow to 
travel into the Otherworld to rescue beings in torment. In the sutra, the bodhisattva 
explains that there are not only ten hells, but hundreds of thousands of them. The 
fifth chapter of the sutra is titled “Chapter on the names of hells” (0������	����
p��� ), but only the name of one of these matches the name of a hell 
in Sin kwa hamkke, which is the Tongue Pulling Hell (see 0�!����posal ponw	n 
ky	��). The Ten Kings are not mentioned in this sutra. 

Teiser points to the diverse roots of the Ten Kings when he explains that the Ten 
'����������� was “the first surviving exposition of a multifaceted system that came 
to dominate Chinese culture after the medieval period in which it was born” (Teiser 
1994: xiii). He calls the sutra’s origin “humble and obscure” and “aggressively di-
verse in its sources” (Teiser 1994: 1). For example, the timing of the “seven-seven” 
rites, where one trial takes place every seven days (which we also find in the 
webtoon), derives from Buddhism, but the names of the Ten Kings often suggest 
pre-Buddhist roots in India or China. The name of the fifth of the Ten Kings, King 
Y�mna, for example, is a rendering of the ����"���������������È<�¯�����������&�
to have ruled the land of the dead in the pre-Buddhist mythology of India (Teiser 
1994: 2). In contrast, the name of the seventh of the Ten Kings, King T’aesan (

, lit., “King of Mount T’ae”), reflects the significance of Mount T’ae (in 
modern Shandong ; Chin. Taishan), which was regarded as the abode of the 
dead well before Buddhism came to China (Teiser 1994: 2). Thus, the emergence 
of the Ten Kings in China itself can be understood as a product of code-mixing, 
integrating and harmonizing codes of different provenance that signal time, place, 
and religious context. 

In his review of Teiser’s book, Daniel Boucher explains at the very beginning 
that “Buddhism has been linked with death and the dead almost since its appear-
ance in China and subsequently in the rest of East Asia as it continued its migra-
tions” (Boucher 1997: 186). It is evident that narratives regarding death and the 
dead, like those of the Ten Kings, were part of the migration of Buddhism. These 
migrating narratives can thus obviously not be reduced to any single culture. Wilt 
Idema, an expert on traditional Chinese vernacular literature, adds in his review of 
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Teiser’s book that “[d]uring the last thousand years or so, Chinese conceptions of 
the afterlife and the ritual practices designed to ensure the soul a safe passage through 
the Underworld have been dominated by the belief in the Ten Kings and their Courts” 
(Idema 1998: 184). According to Idema, the Ten Kings played a central role in the 
imagination of the Otherworld in China, but Teiser makes clear that the Ten Kings 
did not stop at cultural boundaries. After devoting two whole chapters to representa-
tions of the Ten Kings in memorial rites and in art, Teiser adds that 

“[w]ithin China their presence can be detected in essays, encyclopedias, dreams, 
sermons, and Buddhist and Taoist liturgies for related monthly services. Outside of 
China they appeared in Uighur texts and in Japanese scriptures and hymns” (Teiser 
1994: 48). 

One prominent example from popular literature is the Ten Kings’ appearance in 
chapter eleven of The Journey to the West (�	����� ). When Emperor Tai-
zong  dies after a conflict with the Dragon King, he is received in the Other-
world by the Ten Kings whose names coincide with those of the Ten Kings in the 
webtoon (Wu 2003: 1, 121; Yu 2012: 1, 255), except for the name of the sixth 
King. In the webtoon, the sixth king is a queen called Queen Py�ns�ng ( ; 
Chu 2018a, 3: 65), whereas in The Journey to the West the sixth king is called 
King P’y�ngd>ng  (king of equal ranks). After Emperor Taizong says his 
farewell to the Ten Kings, he is invited to take a tour through various hells remi-
niscent of Dante’s journey through hell in the #�&����0�����. Of the eighteen in-
fernal worlds he is introduced to, three share names with the hell worlds in the 
webtoon: Tongue Pulling Hell, Icy Hell, and Sword Mountain Hell (Wu 2003: 1, 
123; Yu 2012: 1, 258). It should be noted that the Ten Kings are not specifically 
related to any of the eighteen hells in the novel. While the judge or the king who 
rules over each hell in the webtoon focuses on specific criteria when judging the 
accused, in The Journey to the West the hells are presented in groups of three, each 
group responsible for a specific group of “sinners.” For example, the Tongue Pull-
ing Hell belongs to the groups of hells that “[a]wait the traitors, the rebels, and the 
Heaven baiters; / He of Buddha-mouth and serpent-heart will end up here” (

; Wu 2003, 1: 123; trans Yu 2012,1 1: 258). In 
the webtoon, Kim Chahong passes all the hell worlds and awaits the announcement 
of his reincarnation in front of six doors (Chu 2018a, 3: 177); in the novel, the 
Tang emperor is led to six gates after having passed the Sixfold Path of Transmi-
gration (liudao lunhui ). In the webtoon the “Sixfold Path” refers to hell, 
hungry ghosts, animals, asura, humans or gods, but in The Journey to the West the 
Sixfold Path is described as follows: 

 

“Those who perform good works will ascend to the way of the immortals; those 
who remain patriotic to the end will advance to the way of nobility; those who prac-
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tice filial piety will be born again into the way of �$������; those who are just and 
honest will enter once more into the way of humans; those who cherish virtue will 
proceed to the way of riches; those who are vicious and violent will fall back into the 
way of demons” (Wu 2003, 1: 126; Yu 2012, 1: 261; italics mine). 

This brief comparison of the hell descriptions in Sin kwa hamkke and The Journey 
to the West illuminates how certain actants (characters, places, objects) of the story 
universe of the Ten Kings appear in different narratives, even while details and re-
lationships between the actants might be changed. For example, both stories fore-
ground the Ten Kings, but their names do not match exactly. The Ten Kings reign 
over worlds of hell in both stories, but while there are countless hells in the Jour-
ney to the West, there are only ten in the webtoon, and the readers only learn about 
seven of them. Both stories mention the Sixfold Path of Transmigration, but the 
descriptions are different. As the narratives revolving around the Ten Kings are 
transcoded into different cultural contexts, some of the signifiers are changed and 
replaced, yet the shared original code is clearly recognizable. 

Two other examples that shed light on how the elements of the code are rear-
ranged in creating the story world of the Ten Kings is the Shamanistic legend “The 
Origins of the Otherworld” (0	s
��� ��������), which is retold in Yi Pok-kkyu 
and Yang Ch�nghwa’s "�������W�'����������� (Y������1�W�D����������1�, 
2018) and Kw�n Chungs�’s hell descriptions in %�$��������$�
i haehak. Although 
Kw�n refers to the ����'����������� and the Sutra on the Past Vows of K¦���������
Bodhisattva just before he describes the hells, his descriptions do not match the 
two sutras (as the table below shows), and he does not provide a concrete source. 
His descriptions are still useful as they reflect very well the arbitrariness with 
which the actants in the pantheon of the Otherworld are rearranged. 

 Sin kwa hamkke 0	s
����������� %�$��������$�
i haehak 

Level Hell '��������� Hell '��������� Hell 

1 Tosan  Chin’gwang Tosan Chin’gang — 

2 Hwat’ang  Ch’ogang H>kt’ang Ch’ogang — 

3 Hanbing  Songje K>ms� Songje Ky�ngsol  

4 K�msu  Ogwan Hanbing Ogwan Hwakt’ang  

5 Pals�l  Y�mna Pally�n Y�mna Chunghap  

6 Toksa  Py�ns�ng Tokcha Py�ns�ng Tosan  

7 K�hae  T’aesan P’ungdu T’aesan K�hae  

Table 2: Names of the first seven hells and kings in Sin kwa hamkke, 0	s
�� 
�������� (Yi/Yang 2018: 350) and %�$��������$�
i haehak (Kw�n 2010: 299–300). 
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As we can see from the table above, most of the names of the kings as they appear 
in the shamanistic legend match the names in the webtoon, except for the first 
king, who is called “Chin’gwang” in the webtoon, but “Chin’gang” in the legend. 
(Since all names of the kings in %�$��������$�
i haehak match the webtoon, they 
do not appear in the table.) Also, the order in which the kings appear is the same in 
all three texts. The names of the hells and the order in which they appear, however, 
vary. While, for example, King Songje reigns in Icy Hell (Ha������*���) in the 
webtoon, in the legend it is King Ogwan. As we have already observed in The 
Journey to the West, the names of the hell kings and the order in which they appear 
are relatively consistent, while the number, names and arrangement of the hells 
tend to vary. In the story world of the Otherworld, kings and hells seem to be act-
ants that can be mixed arbitrarily. 

In this section we saw that many cultures contributed to the story world revolv-
ing around the Ten Kings. By comparing various texts we also found that the pan-
theon of hell is not a stable narrative that is handed down without changes. Rather, 
it is a dynamic story world, and as such establishes a code that becomes material 
for code-mixing in the texts that make use of it. The main actants are consistent 
throughout, although they are continuously rearranged and adapted to new con-
texts. Let us now explore how the pantheon of hell appears in the webtoon. 

Transcoding, code-switching, and code-mixing in Sin kwa hamkke 

In this section, we will travel with Kim Chahong from his funeral through the 
first three hells. I will zoom in on concrete examples to explore the effects of trans-
coding, code-switching and code-mixing in the webtoon by referring to my three 
main questions: How does transcoding obscure the multicultural roots of the gods 
in the webtoon? How does code-switching or code-clashing sharpen the perceived 
dichotomy between what belongs to “us” and what belongs to “others”? How can 
the webtoon be understood as a product of code-mixing? 

The colorful m�������������black 

In the webtoon, three messengers from the Otherworld accompany Kim Cha-
hong from his funeral to the Otherworld. Their names are Haew�nmaek , 
Yi T�kch’un  and Kangnim . When Kim Chahong is startled by the 
appearance of the messengers, who are dressed in black suits like ordinary Korean 
businessmen, Yi T�kch’un, the only female messenger, sets the tone for the whole 
webtoon by demonstrating that the Otherworld has also undergone modernization. 
Accordingly, their mode of transport to the Otherworld is the Seoul subway, which 
is reserved for trips to hell between two and five a.m., when the ordinary trains do 
not run. Readers who are familiar with the underground in Seoul will know that 
even during ordinary travel times, and especially during rush hour, taking the sub-



The Transcoded Pantheon of Hell in the Webtoon Sin kwa hamkke 143 

way can always be a “hell ride.” The *��*�	$  (underground train) is there-
fore often humorously referred to as the *���*�	$� (hell train). While the 
public address announcement normally asks passengers to step back when the train 
is entering the station, in the webtoon it sarcastically points to the fact that “even if 
you don’t step back, there is no way that anybody will die” (Chu 2018a, 1: 19). 

The train to the Otherworld is named “Paridegi” after Princess Pari, a goddess 
from the shamanist pantheon who is said to support the dead on their way to the 
Otherworld (Chu 2018a, 1: 24). While we can categorize the appearance of the 
subway in the webtoon as code-switching between the underlying hell narrative 
and contemporary South Korean society, calling the train Paridegi is an example of 
code-mixing. While code-switching here creates tension with humorous and satirical 
effect, the above case of code-mixing contributes to the story world of hell. Taking 
the Seoul subway to hell in a train called Paridegi is then a combination of code-
switching and code-mixing. 

Once Kim Chahong gets on the train, Chu Homin interrupts the story by giving 
a short introduction to the three messengers. He argues that in the myth the mes-
sengers do not appear in black as readers might expect, but are dressed in colorful 
clothes (Chu 2018a, 1: 23). While Chu does not provide any concrete sources and 
it is not clear which “myth” he is referring to, his argument raises the question why 
the messengers are in black suits in the webtoon. Their appearance is reminiscent 
of the main characters in the 1997 American science fiction movie Men in Black 
than of any myth. While the messengers are portrayed in colorful clothing on im-
ages from the Korean temples T’ongdo-sa, Sill>k-sa, and Ch’�ngnyong-sa, which 
appear in the appendix at the end of the second volume of the webtoon, ���������� 
in the Puls	$��������1���������*��$���	��W�one of the variants of the ����'������
Sutra, explains that “[he] and the kings should all send out messengers riding black 
horses, holding black banners, and wearing black clothes” (

; for the English translation see Teiser 1994: 210–11). Chu 
obviously mixed different codes when creating the messengers for the webtoon, 
albeit perhaps unintentionally. Here, it might also be helpful to remember that myths 
and legends are often transmitted orally. But even if they are written down, they 
tend to exist in different versions. Teiser, for example, used no less than six of the 
extant variants of the ���� '������ ������ for his translation (Teiser 1994: 196). 
While the main actants are relatively consistent in the variants, other aspects, in-
cluding appearance, often vary. Chu’s introduction to the messengers seems to 
suggest that there is only one stable myth regarding the messengers, which does 
not do justice to the dynamic story world revolving around them. 

The messengers are not mentioned in %�$��������$�
i haehak, but they do ap-
pear in Y������������. According to Y������������, their leader is Kangnim (S� 2013: 
98). S� explains that Kangnim, when he still lived among humans, once visited the 
Otherworld to remonstrate with King Y�nma after a neighbor had lost his three 
sons all at once. He finally persuaded King Y�nma to bring them back to life. King 
Y�nma in return is said to have been so impressed by Kangnim’s commitment that 
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he made him a messenger of the Otherworld. Although S� does not reveal his 
source, the story is clearly influenced by the shamanistic legend “The Origins of 
the Messenger of the Otherworld” (0���� ��������), which has been traced to 
Cheju Island (Yi Ch’anghun 2016). Kim S�n-ja, author of the monograph 0�!��
Myths: Beyond the Island of Myths (0�!�����1���Sinhwa 
i s	m 
l n	m	s	da, 
2018), even calls the legend the “script” (ch	bon) of the webtoon (Kim S�n-ja 
2018: 203). Probably owing to her expertise in East Asian mythology, Kim does 
not portray the Kangnim legend as Korean, but stresses the influences of and paral-
lels to other legends in East Asia (Kim S�n-ja 2018: 203–4). Chu Homin openly 
transcodes or adapts this legend in the third part of Sin kwa hamkke under the title 
“Kangnim-j�n” (“The story of Kangnim”; Chu 2018b, 3: 142–313). He provides a 
clear reference at the end saying explicitly that he used the Cheju myth as source 
(Chu 2018b, 3: 313), again with the effect of emphasizing the Koreanness of the mes-
sengers. It is worth noting here that messengers are commonly considered part of 
the mythology of the Otherworld, at least in China, Japan and Korea. Their specific 
names in the webtoon, however, are borrowed from Korean legends and folktales. 

The portrayal of Kangnim in Sin kwa hamkke is a good example of how trans-
coding and code-mixing work in the webtoon. Scholarly research on the webtoon 
has identified various potential sources for Kangnim (Ch’oe 2017: 77–78), but a 
comparison of the Kangnim narrative in the webtoon and in Y�������������indicates 
that Chu might have mainly transcoded four paragraphs on Kangnim in S�’s book. 
The Kangnim narrative in general is influenced by many sources and could there-
fore be considered a product of code-mixing. If we, however, assume that Chu 
might not have consulted diverse sources for constructing the Kangnim narrative, 
but relied only on temple images and Y������������, the Kangnim narrative in the 
webtoon can also be understood as the product of transcoding. Here again, trans-
coding seems to be a practice that can obscure multicultural roots of the object of 
transcoding. 

5�1����0�������vatar of K¦���������J�������&� 

On his arrival in the Otherworld Kim is welcomed by his lawyer Chin Kihan 
who explains to the startled Kim that lawyers in the Otherworld are assigned to the 
dead according to their deeds. While those who have not cared at all for others during 
their lifetime do not receive the help of a lawyer, those who did many charitable 
acts are supported by the best counsellors. However, even this image of an ap-
parently fair Otherworld is foiled by a satirical panel showing an obviously compe-
tent but corrupt lawyer who boasts about his connections to people in power (Chu 
2918a: 1, 37). 

Chin drives Kim from the subway station to his office, passing the Ch’ogun 
Gate on the highway by using Hi-pass, a wireless toll payment system used in 
South Korea. Chin’s office is old and windowless. Reflecting the often miserable 
state of cheap office space in contemporary South Korean society, Chin explains 
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that the price of rooms with windows is twice the price of those without (Chu 
2018a, 1: 37). When Kim admits that the Otherworld surprises him and does not 
match the image he used to have of it when still alive, Chin replies with a rhetori-
cal question, “Does reality not always exceed imagination?” (Chu 2018a, 1: 41). 
This rhetorical question can, of course, be simply understood as Chin’s reaction to 
Kim, but it might also remind the readers of South Korean society, which is sati-
rized in the fictional webtoon as hell but might in fact be even more dire than it is 
imagined in Sin kwa hamkke. 

Chin then starts to prepare Kim for his trial before the Kings of the Otherworld. 
As mentioned in the first section of this paper, Chin uses images of the Kings from 
Korean temples to explain what Kim is to expect. Only at the end of the Other-
world do we find out that lawyer Chin is also a product of code-mixing. When we 
discussed the influence of the Sutra on the Past Vows of K¦���������J�������&��
on �������'����������� we learned about KÇitigarbha Bodhisattva’s vow to travel 
into the Otherworld to rescue beings in torment. In the webtoon, KÇitigarbha is 
said to have realized that he could not fulfill this task alone and therefore estab-
lished the Chijang Law University to educate lawyers and judges for the Other-
world (Chu 2018a, 3: 154; Chu 2018b, 1: 242–48), one of them being the extreme-
ly hardworking Chin. According to a former fellow student, KÇitigarbha praised 
Chin as the most promising lawyer in 200 years (Chu 2018a, 3: 154). Chin, how-
ever, refused all honors and decided to become a lawyer for all dead people, not 
only the privileged (Chu 2018a, 3: 158). Chin can thus be understood as a modern 
version or avatar of KÇitigarbha Bodhisattva. This example of code-mixing reflects 
and ridicules the importance that is ascribed to education in contemporary South 
Korea, while amalgamating the contemporary image of the (exceptional) noble 
lawyer with the KÇitigarbha narrative. 

The first t���$���1�������������D�$$�����'����0����1��� 

Kim and his lawyer Chin must overcome several difficulties on their way to 
Sword Mountain Hell. Chin suffers from anxiety diarrhea; the highways are full of 
dead people who are all heading to their first trial, and when they finally arrive at 
the first hell, they are only barely able to pass a troop of hell policemen who barri-
cade access to the court (Chu 2018a, 1: 84). The hell police are equipped with hel-
mets, shields and gas masks reminiscent of the South Korean police troops control-
ling protests in Seoul. Here the story switches between two codes; readers are taken 
back and forth between hell and contemporary South Korean society, which creates 
satirical tension. And the fact that the police helmets bear the sinograph for monster 
or ghost, kwi , emphasizes the satirical undertone. 

A screen in the waiting room of Sword Mountain Hell—humorously reminiscent 
of screens we find in waiting rooms in South Korean hospitals or other public insti-
tutions—displays how the trials have ended for the defendants. The reader witnesses 
how a convict is forced to walk on the Sword Blade Bridge. When he protests by 
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questioning the alleged modernization of hell, a man who resembles the philoso-
pher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) with his walrus moustache explains that 
punishment as the last pride of the Otherworld will never be touched by mod-
ernization (Chu 2018a, 1: 98). It is not clear whether Chu intended this association, 
but the appearance of Nietzsche, who is known for his skeptical attitude to the use-
fulness of punishment in general, would give the webtoon another satirical twist 
created by the clash of different codes. When the convict asks how long the Sword 
Blade Bridge is, the man with the walrus moustache explains that the bridge is in 
the form of a Möbius strip, which means it never ends. This is another example of 
code-switching. The Möbius strip, first described by the German mathematician 
August Ferdinand Möbius (1790–1868), is used in the webtoon to humorously em-
phasize the extreme sufferings in hell. 

Kim benefits from belonging to one of the last groups of defendants who are wait-
ing their trial on that day. King Chin’gwang is worn-out from judging and decides 
to handle all remaining groups of defendants together, which results in a rather 
generous trial. Kim is found to be not guilty, which means that he has overcome 
the first level of his hell quest and can go on to the next level, the Liquid Fire Hell. 

While Chu Homin juxtaposes different codes to achieve humorous or satirical 
effect in this first episode, he also creates an underlying storyline by mixing multi-
cultural codes, which is mainly hidden beneath the practice of transcoding. The 
first trial is interrupted by a panel that shows an image of Sword Mountain Hell as 
it is depicted in the Korean temple H>ngch’�n-sa (Chu 2018: 1, 102). This inter-
ruption gives the reader the impression that the basic hell narrative is transcoded 
from a Korean temple to the webtoon. As we already know, Sword Mountain Hell 
is mentioned in diverse sutras and other contexts and is thus not limited to Korean 
culture. The same applies in the case of King Chin’gwang. Although he is catego-
rized in Y������� ����� as a traditional Korean god (S� 2008: 78–79), we also find 
his name in the ���� '������ �����. Teiser explains that the first character of his 
name, “Chin” , is probably a place name, while the second character ( ) func-
tions as a descriptive personal name (Teiser 1994: 173). The whole name could 
thus be translated as “The Great (or Extensive) King of Qin (Kor. Chin),” Qin re-
ferring here to a Chinese state. Thus, the name itself reveals the multicultural roots 
of this actant in the hell story world. 

The second t���$��5�I����M����D�$$�����'����0������ 

Before entering Liquid Fire Hell, where King Ch’ogang reigns, Kim and Chin 
have to cross the River of Three Crossings (Samdo-ch’�n ) by boat. Al-
though the river is spanned by a bridge made of gold and silver, this can only be 
crossed by people who have committed no bad deeds. The webtoon clarifies that 
therefore the bridge can be regarded as nonexistent. At this point a panel in the 
webtoon shows a person with an umbrella floating over the bridge (Fig. 3; Chu 
2018a, 1: 120). 
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Fig. 3: Person with umbrella floating over the River of Three Crossings (Chu 2018a, 1: 120).

While this may be suggestive of Mary Poppins for some readers, the image also 
strongly resembles that of the Japanese calligrapher Ono no Michikaze  
(894–966)6, which can be found on playing cards popular in Japan and Korea (Fig. 4). 

 

Fig. 4: Ono no Michikaze and the frog on playing cards (picture by the author). 

                                           
6 I would like to thank Eun-mee Kim for drawing my attention to this resemblance. 
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It is easy to imagine that Mary Poppins, as selfless righteous nanny, would float 
over the bridge, but what about Ono no Michikaze? Legends revolving around him 
tell us that he never felt good enough as a calligrapher and was always lamenting 
his lack of talent. One rainy day when he was out walking with his umbrella, he 
laughed at a frog who stubbornly tried to jump up a willow branch. When the frog 
finally landed on the branch carried by a breeze, Ono no Michikaze realized that 
what he lacked was not in fact talent but determination. According to the legend 
the calligrapher became a symbol for making the impossible possible, and for this 
reason Chu Homin might have used his image in the webtoon. Connoting both 
Mary Poppins and Ono no Michikaze like a flip-flop image, the person with the 
umbrella in the webtoon is another good example of how the tension created by 
allusion to different codes can be used for humorous effect. 

 

Fig. 5: Crossing the River of Three Crossings (Chu 2018a, 1: 129).

Our protagonist Kim Chahong is not able to cross the bridge; he has to rent a boat. 
The webtoon says that the weight of the clothes of the dead is equivalent to the 
weight of the bad deeds they have committed (Fig. 5). T’ar>i-p’a , the 
“Grandmother who takes off the clothes [of the dead],” and Hy�n>i-ong , 
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the “Grandfather who hangs the clothes [on a tree to weigh them],” decide how the 
defendants have to cross the river in accordance with the weight of their clothes 
(Chu 2018a, 1: 121–22). Kim and Chin finally cross the river in a motorboat and 
arrive safely in Liquid Fire Hell. Here they start their trial preparations not at Star-
bucks, as they might have if they were in Seoul, but at Hellbucks Coffee (Fig. 6; Chu 
2018a, 1: 141). At the end of the trial King Ch’ogang acknowledges Kim’s good 
nature, but sentences him to four days of cleaning a gigantic pot of excremental 
water for his lack of altruistic deeds (Chu 2018a, 1: 155). 

 

Fig. 6: Coffee at Hellbucks (Chu 2018a, 1: 141). 

While references to Mary Poppins or Ono no Michikaze and Starbucks seem to 
clash with the basic narrative in the second hell, the whole story is framed again 
with a panel showing an image of Liquid Fire Hell from the Korean temple 
Hwa�m-sa, which seems to embed Liquid Fire hell in a Korean context. Uri sin 
����� presents not only King Ch’ogang, but also T’ar>i-p’a and Hy�n>i-ong as part 
of the traditional Korean pantheon of hell (S� 2008: 80–81). All three characters 
are, however, also mentioned in the Puls	$�*�!��������$�palsim iny	����1������	��, 
one of the variants of the ����'�����������. In the sutra, T’ar>i-p’a and Hy�n>i-
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ong perform the same task as they do in the webtoon. Moreover, the name of King 
Ch’ogang ( ) can be literally translated as “King of the First River” which 
further draws attention to the watery transition, as Teiser has pointed out (Teiser 
1994: 174). These examples show once more the multicultural roots of the main 
actants in Sin kwa hamkke. 

������������$���*��D�$$�����'��������!� 

To enter the third hell, Icy Hell, Kim must first pass the Karma Gate (	pkwan 
), where a spider-like spirit lives that cuts off the hands and feet of all who pass 

through (Chu 2018a, 1: 188), since these body parts are said to be the tools with 
which most bad deeds are committed. While Kim passes the Karma Gate and loses 
his hands and feet, lawyer Chin heads to Hallakkungi’s Botanical Garden of the 
Western Heaven (S	*�	��������$1�� ) to steal flowers that have the 
power to make Kim’s feet and hands grow again (Chu 2018a, 1: 155). 

The next challenge is the passage through Icy Hell Canyon. Both sides of the 
canyon are ice-covered walls decorated with human faces which pop out from the 
wall. These faces belong to those who were found guilty in Icy Hell and are now 
imprisoned in the ice. Chin warns Kim never to look back when passing through 
the canyon (Chu 2018a, 1: 224), which can be understood as a reference to the legend 
of Orpheus and Eurydice. While Kim is told in the webtoon not to look back and be 
distracted by the icy faces staring at and mocking him, in the legend Orpheus is 
told by Hades not to look back if he wants to bring his dead wife Eurydice back 
into the world of the living. 

When Kim and Chin finally arrive at the court of King Songje, the judge in Icy 
Hell explains that he sentences those who made the hearts of others, especially 
their parents, freeze (Chu 2018a, 1: 231). He examines each defendant with the 
help of x-ray pictures showing the torso of the parents. Each wound in the heart is 
depicted as a white spot that represents a nail. The more white spots there are, the 
more the parents suffered from their children’s unloving behavior. The metaphor 
of the nail goes back to the Korean expression “hammering a nail into the breast of 
someone” (kas
m-e mos-
$������
nda), which is used when somebody badly hurts 
another’s feelings. Although the x-ray pictures of Kim’s parents show a number of 
white spots, lawyer Chin convinces King Songje that Kim used to be a loving son 
who died as a victim of South Korea’s harsh working conditions. 

We can see that the narrative set in Icy Hell is also a mix of code-switching, 
code-mixing, and transcoding. Chu switches codes when Kim passes through Icy 
Hell Canyon by throwing in a subtle reference to Orpheus. At the same time, Icy 
Hell seems to be embedded in a Korean context. It is the last trial recounted in the 
first volume of the webtoon and is only followed by an appendix showing images 
of all Ten Kings from different Korean temples. The seemingly exclusive embed-
ment of the Icy Hell story world in a Korean context is supported by Y������������, 
which also presents it as traditionally Korean (S� 2008: 82–83). Under the surface, 
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however, the third hell as it appears in the webtoon is in fact another skillful exam-
ple of code-mixing. 

First, King Songje ( ), whose name according to Teiser reflects its Chi-
nese roots (Teiser 1994: 174), also appears as the third king of hell in the Ten 
'�����������. Second, the episode in which lawyer Chin steals flowers in the Bo-
tanical Garden of the Western Heaven is based on the shamanistic legend “The Or-
igins of the Flower Guard Igong” (������������$�; Yi/Yang 2018: 231–50). This is 
the story of the boy Hallakkungi who becomes the flower guard in the Western 
Heaven after avenging his mother’s wrongful death with the power of heavenly 
flowers. Chu Homin retells this legend in the third part of the webtoon under the 
title “Hallakkungi-j�n” (“The Tale of Hallakkungi”; Chu 2018b, 2: 9–146). Third, 
the idea of examining filial piety with the help of x-ray pictures itself seems to be 
another mix of codes. In �������'����������� King Y�nma, the fifth king of the 
hell pantheon, possesses a “mirror of deeds” (	���	�� ), which reflects the 
deeds of the defendants. Although Chu Homin plays with this idea again in King 
Y�nma’s hell, the x-ray pictures of the parents’ torsi in the third hell can be under-
stood as a combination of the “mirror of deeds” from the ����'�����������, with 
the Korean expression “hammering a nail into the breast of someone.” 

On the surface Chu Homin seems to transcode the narrative of Icy Hell from 
Korean temples to the webtoon, while the reference to Orpheus, clearly not part of 
the traditional Icy Hell, strengthens the illusory homogeneity of the rest of the hell 
story world. Under the surface, however, we observe a complex mix of multicul-
tural codes. This masterful mixing of different codes, which reflects the intriguing 
intracultural multiculturality of the pantheon of hell in the webtoon, seems to be 
hidden beneath the more overt practices of transcoding and code-switching, which 
seem rather to support nationalistic reductionist tendencies in the webtoon. 

Let us now consider the effect of transcoding, code-switching and code-mixing 
in the webtoon in general. 

Conclusion 

The examples above have shown that especially the frequent references to imag-
es of the Ten Kings in Korean temples seem to embed the whole pantheon of hells 
in the webtoon in a Korean context. The premise that transcoding takes place from 
context A to context B does not account for the possibility that the object of trans-
coding might have existed in many different forms besides the form it has in con-
text A. Thus, by transcoding images of the Ten Kings from Korean temples to the 
webtoon, the attention of the reader is drawn to Korean temples and not, for exam-
ple, to the ����'����������� or statues of the Ten Kings in Japan. It seems that the 
more static the object of transcoding is, the less problematic it is to apply the con-
cept of transcoding. Examining the transcoding process in the case of the adapta-
tion of a clearly defined, relatively stable object—like for example, adapting Jane 
Austen’s (1775–1817) novel Pride and Prejudice into a film—seems to be legiti-
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mate. If, however, we are dealing with a more dynamic text like the story world of 
the Ten Kings of the Otherworld, focus on transcoding might confuse or obscure 
its diverse cultural roots. 

 Code-switching or code-clashing in addition to transcoding can support the ob-
scuring effect of transcoding. As we have observed in the webtoon, the clash be-
tween different codes can intensify the illusion of a homogenous, purely Korean 
image of the hells. By adding references to the hell descriptions that are clearly of 
a different provenance from the rest of the story world—for example, references to 
Mary Poppins, Orpheus, and the Möbius strip as well as to Starbucks or the Seoul 
subway—a certain tension is built up between “the other” as represented by the 
“foreign elements” and the elements that clearly belong to the underlying hell story 
world. Readers seem to travel back and forth between hell and non-Korean narra-
tives or between hell and contemporary South Korean society, which creates a hu-
morous or satirical tension. The examples above made it evident that the hell story 
world in the webtoon is not purely Korean, but rather is a product of code-mixing 
and as such has multicultural roots. Nevertheless, the tension between the hell sto-
ry world and clearly “foreign elements” creates the effect that the hell story world 
is purely Korean. 

Not just transcoding and code-switching, but also code-mixing can obscure mul-
ticultural roots, depending on whether codes are overtly mixed or not. While Korean 
legends like “The origin of Kangnim” or “The origins of Hallakkungi” are ex-
plicitly mentioned as being the sources for Kangnim and Hallakkungi in the web-
toon, the Ten Kings, but also KÇitigarbha Boddhisattva and the old couple T’ar>i-
p’a and Hy�n>i-ong appear in the webtoon without any reference to a source. By 
mentioning only Korean sources when mixing codes, readers might also categorize 
actants without explicit sources as traditional Korean. 

Finally, I would like to come back to the arrangement of the pantheon of hell. In 
the webtoon each of the Ten Kings rules and judges in one hell. While the names 
of the Ten Kings in the webtoon correspond one-to-one with the names of the Ten 
Kings in the ����'�����������, we already know that the sutra does not mention the 
names of the hell worlds. In a study of the origin of hell descriptions ����
����-
suk explains that the arrangement of the Ten Kings and the ten hells varies in the 
different versions of the narrative (����
������"�2012: 107), which we could al-
ready confirm by comparing the portrayal of the Ten Kings in The Journey to the 
West and in ���"��������4����"���1��$�. In his monograph on hell paintings Yi 
Kis�n emphasizes the diversity of hell descriptions in Buddhism. Depending on the 
sutra the number of hells, their characteristics, size, content, and the reason why 
the dead are imprisoned and the kinds of suffering they must expect can be entirely 
different (���������2003: 29). In his study on the bureaucracy of hell Lothar Led-
derose calls hell “modular” (Ledderose 1998: 163), which means motifs in hell serve 
as modules that can be transferred and interchanged according to the context. Ac-
cordingly, the relation between the Ten Kings and the ten hells is not strict but var-
ies in different paintings and texts (���������2003: 66). Moreover, Kim Ch�ngh>i 
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explains that just after the ����'����������� appeared in the tenth century, worship 
of the Ten Kings spread not only in China but also in Japan and Korea, with the 
result that the Ten Kings became a popular subject for artists. She specifies that the 
Ten Kings were often painted separately, sometimes in groups but also alone (Kim 

���>��2011). This separation of the Ten Kings might have led to the tendency to 
depict the kings as if each of them ruled over one hell, as Elizabeth Lee, expert in 
Buddhist art at New York University, has suggested (oral communication, May 
2019). 

This raises the question why and how Chu Homing arranged the kings and hells 
in the webtoon in the way he did. Neither Y������������ nor %�$��������$�
i haehak, 
which Chu explicitly mentioned as his sources, arrange the kings and hells as he 
has done. As we already know, S�, the author of Y������������, does not cite any 
concrete sources, but admits that he relied on “cultural archetype contents” devel-
oped by the Korea Creative Content Agency. If we check the KOCCA Online Li-
brary for Cultural Archetypes (Munhwa w	nhy	�������
�	��), we can find a list of 
the Ten Kings and the hells arranged in precisely the same way as in the webtoon.7 
A comparison of entries related to hell reveals that the Online Library copied 
whole pages, including images, from Yi Kis�n’s book on hell paintings without 
mentioning it as a source. Chu Homin, who used Y������������ as inspiration, might 
have come across S�’s reference to KOCCA and have checked the Online Library. 
If this is true, Chu might have simply transcoded KOCCA’s list of kings and hells 
without being aware of Yi Kis�n’s monograph. 

This possible scenario clearly points to the potential problem of transcoding. In 
his book Yi Kis�n frequently stresses that the arrangement of kings and hells var-
ies considerably. KOCCA, however, only copies some parts of Yi’s work and pre-
sents only one list of kings and hells. Because of the lack of references on the 
KOCCA Online Library and in Y������� �����, Chu Homin might have simply not 
been aware of the abundance of variations on the hell story world. This means that 
he might not have intentionally obscured the multicultural roots of the pantheon of 
hell in his webtoon: It rather seems that he adopted the tendencies to nationalist 
reductionism from his inspirational sources. Nevertheless, even without pointing to 
the multicultural roots of the pantheon of hell, Chu mixed and switched codes to 
create a masterful satire on contemporary South Korean society. 
  

                                           
7 See http://www.culturecontent.com/content/contentView.do?search_div=CP_THE&search_div
_id=CP_THE012&cp_code=cp0526&index_id=cp05260004&content_id=cp052600040001&search
_left_menu=1 (last accessed January 9, 2020). 
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