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Introduction
Anyone who visits Korea soon encounters images of an old Indian-looking man with glaring eyes. He has
a beard and usually has a serious, but at the same time very humorous, appearance. This bearded man is
called Bodhidharma and he is believed to be the founder of meditational (Dhyāna in Sanskrit, Chan in
Chinese, Sǒn in Korean, or its more commonly known Japanese name, Zen) Buddhism. Bodhidharma,
who traveled to China around the sixth century to propagate Buddhism, is known as Putidamo or Damo in
Chinese, Boridalma or Dalma in Korean and Bodai Daruma or Daruma in Japanese; the second two
syllables of his name are usually written as the Chinese characters 達磨. He crossed the Yangzi River on a
single reed, spent nine years in constant meditation near the famous Shaolin monastery in Songshan,
China, where his legs and arms atrophied and fell off, according to the legend. Bodhidharma is also
thought to be the founder of martial arts, Shaolin kungfu, and the inventor of the custom of drinking tea.
His figure and legend are usually represented in Buddhist temples, but a recent phenomenon has
seen his image represented more and more frequently in secular and semi-secular contexts, such as in
souvenir shops, not only at the vicinity of temples but in other tourist areas. In addition, his image can be
seen in other frequently visited locations, such as rest stops near highways, or even in subway stations and
in restaurants. In popular women’s magazines and on the television we often find advertisements for
Bodhidharma-painters, offering health and happiness to their customers. Until recent times, the
appearance of Bodhidharma-images outside the walls of Buddhist monasteries was not as common as
today. Therefore, we attempt to look at the phenomenon from the perspective of the popularization of

Bodhidharma-images as compared to Japan. Japan is an area which is better known to the wider public;
however it has not yet been juxtaposed with developments in Korea. The importance of pictures in relation
to religious texts, and their relationships will be discussed in the following pages.

The Popularization and Commercialization of Bodhidharma: Differences in Korea and Japan
The crossing on a reed-motif is still very popular as a means of representing Bodhidharma, especially in
South Korea. Therefore, a study has to how certain models were used in reproducing new objects with the
intent of selling them to the wider public, a phenomenon which flourishes in contemporary South Korea,
but has much longer traditions in Japan, also warrants the attention of scholars of the visual arts. The
background motive is similar in both Korea and Japan; however, their choice of sources for promoting this
saintly figure is very different.
In addition, the way in which Bodhidharma-images entered the secular world differs considerably
between the Japanese islands and Korea. In Japan, Bodhidharma entered the secular world quite early, and
enjoyed continuous popularity.1 However, in Korea, from the beginning of the 15th century the Chosŏn
Confucian hardliners began to make their eventually successful attempts at promulgating their world-view
at court, thus marginalizing Buddhism. In Korea, the Chan school never had such an important influence
over the secular world as compared to Japan.

However, Mahayāna Buddhism, which became the

mainstream version in this part of East Asia, always emphasized the participation and involvement of lay
people. The images of Bodhidharma in Korea always remained within this religious content. The premodern images of Dalma, often depicted on monastery walls, and paintings of him made by contemporary
painters and monks, have the common intention, at least in part, of popularizing Buddhist beliefs among
the wider population.

Korean Bodhidharma Paintings
Ever since Chan Buddhism was introduced to the Korean peninsula, visual representations connected to
this school have continued to appear. Unfortunately, there are no existing images from these earlier times,
only a few references in written sources. In the collection called the Tongguk Yi-sanggukchip 東國李相國集
(Collection of Minister Yi of the Eastern Country), two pictures of Bodhidharama are mentioned, made by
anonymous painters in the first half of the 13th century and bearing the inscriptions of the Korean poet Yi
Kyu-bo 李奎報 (1168-1241, pen-name Paegun kǒsa 白雲居士 or “White Cloud Hermit”).2 From the second

half of the 14th century we have a reference to a painting of Bodhidharma’s crossing of the Yangzi River
by the Koryŏ ruler, King Kongmin 恭愍王 (r. 1351-1374), and another Bodhidharma painting by Yi Tujǒm 李斗岾, dated to 1380. Unfortunately, these texts do not include descriptions of the styles of these
painting.
The earliest existing pictures of Bodhidharma made by Korean masters are from the 17th century
and have a strong connection with Japan. Without a doubt, the most famous Korean Bodhidharma painting
is the half-body representation by Kim Myǒng-guk 金明國 (1600- after 1662), now in the collection of the
National Museum of Korea, Seoul. This representation served and still serves as a model for the later
artists on this theme. 3 In 1636 and 1643 Kim Myǒng-guk visited Japan as a member of an official
delegation. He was probably drawn to Zen Buddhist figure painting through commissions from Japanese
patrons, who generally preferred Buddhist themes. Many of the paintings by him, which are held in Japan,
are of this genre, whereas contemporary painting in Korea was mainly dominated by secular themes.
The style of both Kim Myǒng-guk’s landscapes and his figure paintings is very similar to that of the
Chinese Zhe School, particularly the works of the eccentric Wu Wei 吴伟 (1459-1508). The most
impressive example of this affinity is his famous painting of Bodhidharma, which depicts the patriarch
with a few forceful, yet delicate, brushstrokes. Among Kim Myǒng-guk’s Bodhidharma paintings there is
a Triptychon preserved in the Collection of the Tōkyō University of Arts. On the central panel we can see
Bodhidharma’s crossing on a reed. His head is covered with a dark hood, which is quite unique in this
kind of representation, but we can find its source in the famous Ming Chinese printed book the
Sancaituhui 三才圖會 (Kor. Samjaedohwi, Collected Illustrations of the Three Realms) 4 , showing the
famous Daoist and Buddhist masters with illustrations, each page providing important background
information on the artists.
In this book, the sixth Zen patriarch Huineng 慧能, has a dark hood and similar facial expressions.
We can surmise, therefore, that Kim Myǒng-guk made use of this pattern-book, making some adjustments
to the actual topic. Use was made of Huineng’s iconography, given by the Sancaituhui, the Xianfoqizong
洪氏禪彿奇縱

[Kor. Hongssi sŏnbulgijong, Marvelous tales of immortals]5 , printed in 1602, in which the

hood is no longer darker than the robe itself. We can also find similar depictions in other representations
of Bodhidharma.
The wall painting of the Paradise Hall of Taewŏn Temple (Taewŏnsa 大原寺) in South Chǒlla
Province shows Bodhidharma with the same features as we saw in the model books presenting images of
Huineng. However, we can be sure that this wall painting represents Bodhidharma as he is shown with his
disciple Huike 慧可. They are depicted at the moment of their famous encounter, when Huike cut off his
arm in devotion to the master and presented it to Bodhidharma. Earlier paintings showing Bodhidharma
with Huike are quite different from this one. One of Korea’s three most famous temples, the T’ongdosa

通度寺,

has a wall painting dating from around 1670, in which a bearded and large-eyed person can be seen

in profile, sitting on a straw mat under a pine tree. The figure is holding a begging bowl and a young
monk, noticeably smaller in size than the seated man, is holding a book and bowing in front of him. There
is no allusion to the cutting off of an arm so how do we know then that this person is Bodhidharma?
Our search leads us back to China and to the model preserved at the famous Shaolin monastery,
which is a place strongly associated with Bodhidharma himself. The image preserved here shows the main
figure in the same posture as in the wall painting. This type of face was used as a model for the recent
commissioning of a Bodhidharma sculpture from a Chinese artist for the Waujŏng Temple (Waujŏngsa
臥牛精舍)

in Yŏngin, Kyŏnggi Province, Korea, erected in 1992.6 The use of pattern books can be traced

back to many of the Chosǒn architectural temple paintings, as well as to paintings on paper and silk.
Bodhidharma’s nine-year meditation before a cave wall is a very widely used theme adopted by
painters. In Korea this event is usually represented showing the patriarch from behind. In the colored roll
of 14 masters by Un Lim-ja 雲林子, dated 1698, the depiction of Bodhidhama follows the tradition of the
Sancaituhui and the Xianfoqizong (Marvelous tales of immortals) but as the painter used green color for
the rock wall, his depiction of Bodhidharma looked like as if he was not looking at a wall but sitting in
front of a green meadow.
On temple architecture we can find similar representations but again with a revised interpretation of
the story through the use of color. For example, the wall painting from the mid-18th century in the main
hall of the Mihwang Temple (Mihwangsa 美黃寺) in Haenam, South Chǒlla Province and the one from the
beginning of the 19th century in the Paradise Hall of Hyŏntŭng Temple (Hyǒntǔngsa 懸燈寺) in Kap’yŏng,
Kyǒnggi Province, depict the patriarch as looking out of the cave rather than contemplating the wall. This
composition is used again in the silk painting dating from 1753 in Sǒn’amsa 仙巖寺, South Chǒlla
Province. Indeed, there are many more examples of this, such as in the main hall of Pulgapsa 仏甲寺,
Yŏnggwang, South Chǒlla Province; Bŏm’ŏsa 梵魚寺 in Pusan.
With regard to the Korean Bodhidharma images, the tradition of Arhat paintings and the Daoist
immortals made a great contribution and evidence of reference to certain models and pattern books is very
clear. However, they were not always the primary source and a certain degree of license was used in
interweaving the models, as we have already witnessed in the use of the figure of Huineng when depicting
Bodhidharma.

Differences of Popularization in Japan and Korea
When we look at the ways in which Bodhidharma-images have been popularized in modern and

contemporary East Asia, we can find some basic differences between China, Korea and Japan. In China,
the wide scale popularization of Bodhidharma has only occurred recently, but here the visual appearance
does not play such an important role as in Japan or contemporary South Korea. Here, particularly in the
vicinity of the Shaolin monastery the cult flourishes, mainly among practitioners of martial arts, and
Bodhidharma is venerated here as the founder of Shaolin kungfu. Among the three countries, Japan was
the first one to popularize Bodhidharma on a large scale. On simplified ink paintings, usually executed by
monk painters, as well as in popular color prints, he was also frequently portrayed in the form of a rolypoly doll called Daruma Bodhidharma and, as such, became a very “Japanese” figure throughout East
Asia. The presence of his figure is so pervasive in Japan that it resulted in literary sources having a
tendency to deal with Bodhidharma as a typically Japanese phenomenon, regardless of his presence in
other East Asian countries.
For instance, Neill McFarland handles Daruma as a typically Japanese phenomenon.7 This was one
of the main reasons for us to start collecting information about Korean Bodhidharma representations in
order to present them within the context of the Bodhidharma images of East Asia. The aim was to record
their features and draw attention to a recent phenomenon, which has seen Korean Bodhidharma images
become more visible than ever before. However, Bodhidharma images in Japan and China are more in
evidence and we have much more information about them when compared to Korea. This makes the
discussion of Korean images a little unbalanced in comparison with the discussion on Japanese material.
So far, to our knowledge, no accessible materials about Korean Bodhidharma images and legends have
been available in any Western languages. This paper attempts to present available Korean material on
Bodhidharma within the context of the abundant Japanese sources to fill in the gaps and partially correct
the Japan-centered view.

The aim is to achieve this by adding the Korean material to the wider

international body of work and also to the non-Zen related mass-produced images of Bodhidharma.

The Popularization of Bodhidharma in Japan
The transformation of the image of the founder of a religion into a doll is an interesting phenomenon. It
occurred only in Japan, and this form of representation reached Korea only as a symbol of “Japaneseness”
rather than as a representation of Bodhidharma himself; for example as a sign in Japanese restaurants,
alongside the image of the waving cat. Scholars of ethnography failed to fully emphasize the fact that
customs surrounding the use of a doll as part of the cult of Bodhidharma are closely related to religious
practices from earlier times. We should search for the ties between popular customs and ancient aesthetics
and religious practices if we are to fully understand this aspect of the cult. For example, we should

consider customs such as the “opening of eyes” ceremony and the symbolism associated with the use of
such dolls in 19th century silk farms in Japan.
One interesting aspect is the appearance of professional doll-makers and the so-called Darumamarkets, mostly in the Kantō district. It reveals a connection between the post-war economic situation, and
the fund-raising plans of Buddhist temples, where the establishment of new cults with a minimum of effort
was seen as a means of surviving hard times. There is also an international aspect to this story, in relation
to the migration of such images. It is interesting how this essentially Japanese toy was able to evolve into
the national symbol of Russia, the famous Matryoshka doll.
Although the story of Bodhidharma has its origins in China and later spread to most East Asian
countries, it is in Japan that he became the most popular and most visible figure, seen not only in the
temple compounds but in everyday life as well, in the streets, in homes, offices, restaurants, public
buildings and many other places. His name in Japanese is Bodai Daruma, but he is usually referred to as
Daruma, sometimes with honorific titles such as Daruma daishi (“great master Bodhidharma”), which
refers to the exemplary founder of the Zen tradition or simply Daruma san (“Mr. Bodhidharma”), a name
which refers to his familiarity with everyday life. In contrast with Korea, a special textual tradition in
Japan connects Bodhidharma with Prince Shōtoku, thus making him a part of Japanese culture and linking
him to a geographical location where his presence had not been identified in earlier sources.8
Thus the legend of Bodhidharma became embedded within contemporary awareness and the image
of Bodhidharma became identified with Japan as if the Indian missionary had stepped off the walls of the
monasteries and merged into the life of everyday Japanese people in order to become a figure of popular
culture. In a small temple at Ōji, in the Nara prefecture, a site is identified as the burial place of
Bodhidharma, and two large stones represent the supposed meeting place of Bodhidharma and the Prince.
According to tradition this temple was founded by Prince Shōtoku who, in remembrance of their meeting,
carved the Daruma image which is currently enshrined at Empuku-ji 円福寺, a Zen temple near Kyōto.
This statue is part of the Important Cultural Properties and is considered to be the oldest Daruma statue in
Japan, but in fact it dates no earlier than the 13th century.9
The appearance of Bodhidharma in many different forms and roles is remarkable in Japan. It not
only exists in paintings, but has been sculpted in different media, formed from clay or papier-mâché, or
produced in plastic. Its role also varies: it ranges from being a venerated icon to a piece of art, a decoration,
a talisman or a toy, or a combination of all of these. Bodhidharma performs several roles in Japan: he is a
symbol of Zen practice and experience, a paradigm of perseverance, a popular god of luck, a patron saint
of the martial arts, and an object and inspiration for satire and humor.10
Though Buddhism was introduced to Japan around the sixth century via Korea, and Chan Buddhism
was to flourish from the ninth century onwards in China, it was only in the Kamakura period (1185-1333)

that Zen as a distinct school emerged in Japan. The monks who transmitted the Zen teachings studied in
China in different schools: Eisai 栄西 (1141-1215) introduced Rinzai Zen in 1191 and Dōgen 道元 (12001253) brought Sōtō Zen to Japan. It is usually believed that due to its simplicity Zen attracted the samurai
elite who ruled much of the country during that period, and that it was as a result of their patronage that
Zen acquired its power and endurance. One of the earliest Zen schools was named after Bodhidharma and
called Daruma-shū (Daruma-school) and thus Daruma became a nickname for Zen. 11 In the late
Kamakura period, Zen Buddhism gained even more influence among military rulers, who themselves
sometimes became practitioners of the Zen arts and painted Daruma-portraits. Zen monks served as their
“spiritual guides and cultural mentors.”12 In the ensuing Muromachi period (1336-1568), Zen Buddhism
also enjoyed great patronage from the ruling elite and produced its most elevated masterpieces in ink
paintings. The fourth Ashikaga shōgun, Ashikaga Yoshimochi 足利 義持 (r. 1392-1422), was a great
devotee of Zen Buddhism and his Bodhidharma painting is a famous example of this.13 In addition, we
know that the emperor painted Bodhidharma portraits, as testified by the existing example of the Emperor
Go-Yōzei 後陽成天皇 (r. 1586-1611), which has survived at the Jishō-in 慈照院 of Shōkoku Temple 相国寺
in Kyōto.14
In popular imagination the continuous seated position adopted by Bodhidharma resulted in the loss
of his legs and arms through atrophy, as they withered and eventually fell off. Sōtō Zen emphasizes the
practice of sitting (zazen 坐禅), claiming that the centre of power and energy in the human body is located
below the navel. Therefore, the legless and armless Bodhidharma figure can be explained as an illustration
of concentrated meditative practice. 15 Tōrei Enji 東嶺圓慈 (1721-1792), a famous disciple of Hakuin,
painted Bodhidhama in 1781 through reference to the Damoduolo chanjing 達摩多羅禪經 (“Bodhidharma
Zen Sūtra”). 16 The picture shows him with an indication of the eighth, seventh and sixth levels of
consciousnesses within his body, as well as the area under the navel being marked in dark red. This is
explained in the inscription of the painting as an indication that “it is the crucial point where vital energy
is gathered”.17 Thus the roly-poly Daruma dolls symbolize Bodhiharma’s balance and concentration, thus
enabling them to right themselves, even though they are about to fall over or have already fallen over. The
roly-poly Daruma dolls are known as okiagari, i.e. “eight-rising”, on account of the proverb: “seven times
falls, eight times rises” (nana korobi, ya oki 七転び八起き). Thus the Daruma doll is a symbol of
perseverance and resilience. The figure of Bodhidharma as a roly-poly doll is not only a toy for children,
but also a talisman for adults and it is believed to possess real power against plagues and illnesses. From
earliest times, Daruma dolls were used to protect children from illness, especially from smallpox.
Consequently, Bodhidharma was regarded as the god of smallpox.18 This was partly because of their red
color, a color which has held magical connotations throughout human’s history and which has been
associated with magical and healing powers enabling it to absorb smallpox.

A well known custom is that when one receives such a doll, it usually has blank eyes and one
should make a wish while painting one of the eyes. The other eye can only be painted when this wish has
come true. The dotting of the eyes is an interesting counterpart of the traditional Buddhist ritual referred to
as kaigen kuyō 開眼供養, “opening the eyes ceremony”, in which a new Buddhist image cannot be regarded
as sacred until its eyes have been ritually indicated. This custom has its roots in ancient Chinese tradition
and aesthetics. According to an old Chinese chronicle, a painter called Lie Yi (around the second century
BCE) always left out the pupils of the dragons and phoenixes he painted, because if he had completed
them, they might come to life and fly away.19 Gu Kaizhi 顧愷之 (ca 344-ca 407) is also said to have placed
particular emphasis on “dotting the eyes”, sometimes refraining from dotting the pupils for several years.20
For Gu Kaizhi “dotting the eyes transmits the spirit and pours forth (hsieh) [xie] the shining (chao) [zhao].
It permits the spirit to take up its abode in the image […] which is to say that dotting the eyes animates the
image, literally infusing it with life.”21 In silk farms in 19th century Japan, Daruma images were regarded
as luck-bringers, maybe because the shape of the cocoons are like okiagari Daruma dolls. In some cases
the cocoons themselves were used for making Daruma dolls (Jp. mayu Daruma), and sometimes a small
weight was placed inside them so that they would work like a normal okiagari doll.22 The rite of filling the
eyes was done in the following way: in spring, when the first silkworms hatched, they drew their first eye
and when the second generation hatched in the fall they drew the other one. The set of five miniature
Daruma dolls, painted in different colors, is also associated with silk production. The set of five colors
invokes many associations, as the number five has great significance in ancient East Asian culture.
McFarland explains it in relation to the five-colored streamers in Shintō shrine displays, and suggests a
possible connections with the gohei, a vertical wand to which folded paper is attached. He suggests the
supposition that “gohei is a relic of a time when pieces of cloth were presented in this fashion and gohei
and the streamers had a similar origin in the ancient Shintō cults.”23 He also thinks that it is probably
connected with the Shintō prayer (norito), which refers to offerings to the kami of five types, or – as the
language renders possible – five colored types of things (itsu-iro no mono), which are traditionally
interpreted as thin coarse silk strips in five colors.24 Japan, in a similar way to Korea, adopted the Chinese
cosmological system with its sophisticated equivalences and connections between time, directions,
qualities and senses. Bodhidharma was also accommodated into these correlations with his unique and
caricature-like personage. As he is represented in red robes, and red is connected with the element of fire,
Bodhidharma became associated with fire and consequently with the other qualities and directions
presented in the table of equivalences, which forms part of the Chinese belief system.25
Bodhidharma was also used in ukiyo-e parodies, where “Daruma has been not only removed from
the temple, but recast as a figure in the Edo period demi-monde.”26 In this role, Bodhidharma is paired
with a courtesan, with whom he has exchanged clothes, and finally his figure is feminized, and he

becomes a woman.27 The term “daruma”, in the late Edo period, was the slang term for a prostitute.
Daruma with a courtesan can appear in two ways, either directly, with the courtesan as a second principal
figure, with whom he exchanges clothes28 and indirectly, as a picture on a wall, a decoration on a garment
or as a tumbler placed somewhere in a room. As to the question of how Bodhidharma came to be
represented as a woman, Kidō Chūtarō suggests that the model was a celebrated beauty of the Edo period
called Han Tayū.29 She was the highest ranking courtesan in the Yoshiwara pleasure district in the end of
17th century. Later on, she was redeemed by a wealthy merchant and became a Buddhist nun. While she
was a courtesan, she heard the story of Bodhidharma sitting for nine years facing the wall. She laughed at
it and said: “That is not such a big deal. Prostitutes have to spend every day and every night sitting and
looking for customers – not facing a wall, but facing the street through the windows. After ten years in this
world of misery, I have already exceeded Daruma by one year.”And according to the lore, when the
painter Hanabusa Itchō (1652-1724) heard this anecdote, he conceived the idea of merging Daruma and
the prostitute into a single figure.30 Probably this was the first “onna Daruma” or “woman Daruma”,
which then became a popular figure among the floating-world artists and throughout Japan.
The appearance of the okiagari onna Daruma dolls is also an interesting phenomenon. Their
connection with the famous Russian Matryoshka dolls is already a proven fact.31 Daruma is a stimulus for
childish fantasies and imaginatively included in children’s play activities. Apart from children’s games,
there are different kinds of wooden toys which incorporate the Daruma image. These include puzzles and
the popular “dropping Daruma” (Daruma otoshi), which consists of differently colored wooden rings on
the top of a flat-based Daruma image. The player has to knock each ring under the column, with the
Daruma figure remaining upright. In Japan, a snowman is called “snow Daruma” and its representation
often appears in ink-paintings. Around New Year, in several locations, Daruma-markets are held,
especially in the Kantō area. They are scheduled one after the other in order to permit vendors to move
from one place to another from early January till early March. Many temples in Japan are called Daruma
temples. Some of them have a long history of taking part in the popular Daruma cults. Others started to
make such associations after the Second World War, in order to cope with their severe financial
difficulties. They believed that by trading in Daruma dolls they would increase their visibility, income
and popularity. It had been usual, before the war, for parishioners to gather at the temple with their own
hand-made Daruma-images in order to pray for protection and prosperity. After the war, these events
were formalized and became an official festival, the home-made images being substituted with
professionally crafted figures, sold by the temple.32
In conclusion, Daruma, in the form of a doll, was claimed as a symbol of Japanese identity. In none
of the East Asian countries where his figure appeared was he to become such a part of the everyday lives
of the people as in Japan. This relates to several associations and values: venerating the Indian source and

the Chinese development of Buddhism, the adaptation and “Japanization” of Chinese cultural elements
and Japan’s own definition of the uniqueness of its ethos.33 As McFarland aptly summarized it, “A great
number of Japanese have been associated with Daruma. They have honored and emulated him. They have
deified and worshipped him. They have humanized and played with him. They have trivialized and made
sport of him.” 34 Bodhidharma in the form of a doll is much more highly regarded as a symbol of
“Japaneseness”, and therefore the Japanese people popularized this figure on such a grand scale that even
a city, Takasaki, has chosen the Daruma doll as its symbol. Not only is the temple – named after Daruma,
of course – full of Daruma dolls, but the whole city is decorated with Daruma designs and the shops sell a
diverse range of goods, all related to Daruma. There is even an association of Daruma temples and a
German doctor and collector, Gabriele Greve, has launched a website for the study of Daruma, also
establishing a small museum in the mountains of the Okayama prefecture.35

The Popularization of Bodhidharma in South Korea: The “Dalma-Syndrome”
Although Bodhidharma became the most popular and most visible figure in Japan from the Kamaura
period onwards, this did not occur in Korea until the 20th century. More noticeably, this has taken place in
the last few decades as his image has became more visible, not only in the vicinity of temple-compounds,
but – as in Japan – in everyday life as well: in homes, offices, restaurants, on T-shirts and even on socks
and on people’s shoulders in the form of tattoos. You can also find his figure in popular women’s
magazines and on television advertisements, offering health, happiness and wealth to the owners of such
images.
This phenomenon is so pervasive that it has caused some Buddhist journalists to refer to this as a
“Dalma-Syndrome” 달마신드롬, by which “Bodhidharma became no longer a monk, but a more familiar
figure”.36 These Buddhists have ambivalent feelings towards this phenomenon, claiming that by using
Bodhidharma figures for more “secular” purposes, such as for obtaining wealth and longer lives, rather
than enlightenment, the original meaning of Bodhidharma’s teachings is inevitable fading. On the other
hand, they recognize the fact that his figure has become more visible in contemporary society, something
that can be regarded as a good sign in relation to the popularization of Buddhism. For instance, Choi Sŏkhwan sees the “Dalma-Syndrome” as a distortion of the tradition, and criticizes the Japanese for inventing
new textual traditions, such as claiming that Bodhidharma actually visited Japan.37 Since Koreans do not
have any particular textual tradition connecting Bodhidharma with their country, these Buddhists are
trying to find new channels to educate people about the “real roots” of Buddhist traditions, thus adding to
the popularization. However, they are seeking to do this by other means, such as through building and

establishing new Zen centers for lectures and performances and, of course, through the use of exhibitions
of various Bodhidharma paintings. The assumed relationship between this development and elements of
Buddhist beliefs, namely the use of the Dalma paintings as a means of “finding the truth” or their offering
as a way to “transcend fluctuation”, is clearly revealed in articles by Yi Chŏng-hwa and Yi Chu-yŏn.38
Since Buddhism was marginalized during the Chosŏn era (1392-1910), images connected to
Buddhism did not gain as much popularity among ordinary people as they did in Japan. During the
colonial period (1910-1945), when Japanese ruled over Korea, representations of Bodhidharma – in the
form of the red Daruma tumbler – became familiar to Koreans, but they were never to regard this as a
symbol of the patriarch, but more as a typical Japanese toy. This is reflected in the exhibition at the Lotte
World Museum History Exhibition Halls, where a cityscape representing the period of occupation
includes the shop of a Japanese doll-maker, making Daruma-dolls.39 These Daruma dolls have never been
adopted by Koreans, who more readily turned to ink paintings when reviving their tradition of
Bodhidharma representations in the early 20th century. In particular, the famous painting by Kim Myŏngguk 金明國 (1600-after 1662), which is now in the collection of the National Museum of Korea, was to
become a model for later representations. His inspiration is clearly seen in the drawings of Kim Tong-sŏng
(monk Tong-sŏng, born in 1955) and many others,40 while the work of some Japanese monk-painters –
such as that of Sengai Gibon 仙厓義梵 (1750-1837) – have also had a great impact on several Korean
artists, including monk Sŏk Chŏng (born in 1928), who is referred to as “the Kŭmgang-san genius”.
Another aspect of the popularization of Bodhidharma in South Korea is within the movie industry.
The movie Why Has Bodhidharma Left for the East? ( Dalmaga tongchogŭro kan kkadaŭn, 1989) was
directed by Pae Yong-gyun 裵鏞均 (born in 1951), formerly known as an painter, between 1981 and 1989.
It became the first South Korean film to win an international award. After receiving the Golden Leopard
Award at the Locarno International Film Festival in 1989, the film enjoyed immense popularity in the
early 1990s. Although it has Dalma in its title, it only refers to the kung-an 公案 (kōan, a riddle, a
paradoxical question for meditation), and does not mention Bodhidharma in other respects. Another
popular movie has this figure in its title. Let’s Play, Dalma! (Dalmaya nolja, Pak Ch’ŏl-gwan, 2001) is a
comedy dealing with a contest between gangsters and monks. Its success was shown by the fact that the
monastery where the film was shot has since become a very popular tourist destination.41 Films have
clearly played their part in popularizing Sŏn Buddhism and Bodhidharma.
In Korea, the production of objects associated with Bodhidharma has come into vogue over the last
decades. This fashion started with the Seoul Olympic Games in 1988, when the so-called golden cards
were launched onto the market. These golden cards are small cards, painted with real gold paint and they
usually incorporate some lucky image, such as the 12 Oriental zodiac animals, Taoist talismans, and, for
Westerners, four-leaved clovers and images of Jesus Christ. More and more, however, the images are of

Bodhidharma. Contemporary painters have also turned towards the image of this saint, and we can find
that not only monks, but also some professional painters have started to revitalize the image of
Bodhidharma. This issue raises several problems in relation to the “authenticity” of Bodhidharma
paintings in Korea. As a result of several conversations and from articles written in Buddhist magazines
such as Sŏn Munhwa, it is clear that Bodhidharma paintings are regarded as being bearers of cosmic
power (ki 氣), something which is only present in the work of a painter who is fully enlightened when he
paints the picture.42 Monk Pŏpkong and the painter Sŏkchu Yi Chŏng-ch’ ŏl are noted, among others, for
their willingness to distribute their Dalma paintings for free to those who cannot afford to buy one. They
usually cost a considerable amount of money.43
We can clearly see the growing number of Bodhidharma representations in the art shops and
exhibitions, as well as in the publication of several books and albums devoted exclusively to Bodhidharma
paintings.44 The structure of these books is basically the same, each painting (usually 100, or more often
108 pictures) being followed by a poem or an explanation related to the legend or a particular Buddhist
teaching. These books often combine the pattern-book format with the drawing manual, explaining the
methods used in drawing Bodhidharma. Korean painters of Bodhidharma generally use these pattern
books, together with other publications focusing on Buddhist imagery, and in many cases the source of
their models can be clearly seen. However, at the same time, spontaneous ink paintings require some
expressive qualities from the artist, thus making them very personal and spiritually charged pieces.
Another fundamental aspect of contemporary popularization is the importance of major public
events and their use in by certain artists in the propagation of Bodhidharma. In 2002, when Korea cohosted the Football World Cup with Japan, the monk-painter Kim Tong-sǒng (monk Tong-sǒng 東惺스님)
(born in 1955), exhibited his new works in both Korea and in Japan. He represented Bodhidharma with a
football, actualizing the figure for the appropriate event. However, he also included a philosophical
explanation for his paintings, referring to the basic qualities and the same pronunciation of the words
“ball” and “emptiness”. While both words are pronounced as kong 공 in Korean, the latter is designated
by the Chinese character 空 and is an important concept in Buddhism (Skt. śunyata).45 In 2005, on the
occasion of the International Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting in Pusan, monk
Pǒmju made a public performance as he produced an enormous Bodhidharma painting. There have been
many similar events recently in a variety of locations. However, the painting of Bodhidharma images on
such a huge scale for public events can be traced back to earlier traditions. It is recorded that the famous
artist, Hokusai (1760-1849), also made a similar image in 1817. 46 Korean monk-artists often paint
Bodhidharma paintings as a performance. One such artist, the “mad monk” Chunggwang 重光 (19342002, is also called “the Dirty Mop,” Kǒlle sǔnim 걸레 스님) and he gained an international reputation

for his daring Bodhidharma paintings and performances, events which were to have an influence on
contemporary expressionist art, even in the West.
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