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The National Museum of Korea (NMK) is a site for teaching its visitors about the 
wonders of the Korean past through exhibition of exemplary art works. Through 
participant-observation in a Korean art history program organized by the NMK, 
museum visits, an interview with a senior curator, and an analysis of the NMK’s self-
published book 100 Highlights of the National Museum of Korea, I interrogate the museum’s 
ideology in order to gain a better understanding of the messages about Koreanness 
communicated to the museum’s visitors. I am interested in the curatorial choices made 
by the museum that may ideologically condition spectators to associate Korean artistic 
excellence with Buddhism. I combine an analysis of language used in curation of Bud-
dhist art on museum labels and displays, and within the NMK’s self-published book of 
100 museum highlights, with a discussion that illustrates how the NMK creates new 
regimes of value in its presentation of Buddhist objects as national heritage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Many years ago, when the National Museum of  Korea (NMK) was still on the 
grounds of  Kyŏngbok Palace, I noticed visitors with little knowledge of  Korean 
history (such as elementary school children or foreign tourists) were left with the 
impression that Korea has always been a Buddhist country. Despite national 
policies oppressing Buddhism and promoting Confucianism during the 500-year 
Chosŏn Dynasty, Confucianism is seldom mentioned in the exhibits, and 
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shamanism, which has existed on the peninsula since long before either Buddhism 
or Confucianism, is mentioned even less. Instead, what people are confronted 
with in the NMK is the influence Buddhism has had on tangible heritage, 
foregrounded in labels and identifying information. The way that Buddhism is 
brought into sharp relief  by curation is tempered by subsuming the religious 
meaning within narratives of  Korean artistic excellence.   

Entering the National Museum of  Korea, now located just north of  the Han 
River in Seoul, visitors find themselves in a spacious and imposing foyer, large 
enough to welcome countless museum-goers. Proceeding into the main hall, the 
high sky-lit ceilings and marble panels of  the floor and walls muffle the sounds of  
gaggles of  Korean school children on fieldtrips. This three-story central hall holds 
only four objets d’art. The first, lining the north wall, is a set of  eight Buddhist 
guardian figures (image 1); next, also off  to the side, is a stone gauge from the 
Chosŏn Dynasty historically used for calculating river depth. The third object, 
which occupies a central place of  honor, is a stele for the Buddhist Preceptor 
Wŏllang (image 2). Created in approximately 890, the pedestal is a turtle, with the 
inscribed headstone sitting below a dragon. Finally, the fourth is a ten-story stone 
Buddhist pagoda (image 3). Unusually tall, this pagoda was erected in 1348 and is 
elaborately carved with animals, Buddhas and bodhisattvas. The stele and pagoda 
dominate the hall inscribing the museum as a Buddhist space (image 4). Their 
placement leads visitors to view them as important works of  art. In fact, these 
central items are the only two viewed by every single visitor, for one cannot enter 
the museum without experiencing them. The scale of  the museum also ensures 
the lasting impression of  these central objects: the museum is far too large for 
visitors to experience each display on every floor in anything less than one entire 
day. This main hall demonstrates the position of  honor given to Buddhist art 
objects, and the predominance of  Buddhism at the National Museum extends 
well into the rest of  the museum, as I will explain.  

This article is based on more than twenty visits to the galleries in 2013 and 
2014, lectures by museum staff  members and art experts, an interview with a 
senior curator, and an analysis of  the NMK’s self-published book Kungnip 
Chungang Pangmulgwan 100 sŏn /100 Highlights of  the National Museum of  Korea 
(hereafter: 100 Highlights). I combine a quantified rendering of  language used to 
refer to Buddhism on museum labels and displays and within the 100 Highlights, 
with a discussion of  how religion is presented at the NMK. I interrogate the 
museum’s ideology in order to gain a better understanding of  the messages 
communicated to visitors of  the museum. I argue the NMK’s display of  objects 
creates regimes of  value that work to decontextualize art work related to 
Buddhism from the religion itself. The regimes of  value at the NMK are both 
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created and perpetuated through exhibitions of  Korean heritage. In this article I 
examine the NMK to discover how spectators are ideologically conditioned to 
associate Buddhist art with Korean artistic excellence, through an interesting 
process of  simultaneously foregrounding Buddhist art and obscuring the religious 
meanings and significance of  the objects.  
 

 
 

Image 1: Group leaders talking to young students in front of  the display of  eight 
Buddhist guardians (P’albujung) in the main hall, first floor, of  the National Museum of  
Korea. Photo by the author.   



Acta Koreana Vol. 17, No. 2, 2014  

 

612 

 
 

Image 2: The Stele of  Wŏllang as seen from the second floor walkway. Photo by the author.  
 
 

 
 

Image 3: Ten Story Buddhist Pagoda in the central hall of  the National Museum of  Korea. 
Photo by the author. 
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Image 4: The Stele of  Wŏllang with the pagoda in the background. Photo by the author. 

THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF KOREA 

Curators at the National Museum of  Korea have a difficult job, for their 
challenging mission is to portray a complete understanding of  Korean history 
through art and utilitarian objects of  the past. To accomplish this goal the past is 
subject to “strategic staging” (Kim SY 2011: 381). Curation must be strategic if  
for no other reason than the limited space for objects and explanatory text. 
Despite assumptions that curation is hegemonic, and that messages in museums 
are carefully presented by curators to tell a particular story, curators particularly in 
settings like the National Museum of  Korea, are part of  a bureaucracy. This 
warrants some explanation, as the situation at the NMK is quite unlike that in 
most museums around the world. All the curators and key employees at the 
museum are Korean government employees (kongmuwŏn) who have passed the 
civil service exam. This is chiefly important because they are constrained by a vast 
number of  rules that apply to kongmuwŏn in Korea. They all work for the National 
Museum of  Korea, not just at the location in Seoul, in Korean called Kungnip 
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Chungang Pangmulgwan (or National Central Museum), but also at the satellite 
museums located across Korea. There are 140 curators working for the national 
museums, and they are continually rotated. According to the logic of  Korean 
governmentality, this prevents corruption, keeps the weak links from holding back 
a single location or team, and allows everyone to see the big picture. A record of  
positive biannual reviews allow curators to gradually move into positions of  
greater responsibility, but there is no guarantee that someone trained in Silla 
Dynasty history or late Chosŏn calligraphy will continue to add his or her voice to 
curating topics relative to his or her background education. 

This system lends itself  to a different style of  curation than that practiced in 
many of  the world’s museums where in-house and guest curators with specialist 
knowledge curate major exhibitions with varying degrees of  autonomy. Curator 
Han Soo, from the seventeen-member Curatorial Research and Planning 
Department, has been with the museum since 1997.1 He emphasized that the 
decisions made at the museum, ultimately, rested on the shoulders of  the pujang or 
director of  each department, under the overall guidance of  the museum director, 
currently Kim Youngna. Curation is therefore cumulative, with objects rotated in 
and new labels created by successive members of  the department. Rarely a special 
exhibition may be planned and curated with a single curator with a background in 
that area leading the curation. However, this is not the case with the permanent 
exhibitions galleries, and he told me that eighty percent of  the objects in these 
galleries are on permanent display.   

The NMK’s self-proclaimed role is as “Korea’s leading cultural institution” 
(National Museum of  Korea 2010: 19). Since the National Museum of  Korea’s 
mission is to portray an objective telling of  the entire swath of  Korean history 
through art and material objects, what is presented is a dry telling of  the dominant 
national narrative. This narrative has privileged Unified Silla as a time of  Korean 
greatness, appreciated Koryŏ, subtly criticized the Chosŏn Dynasty, and at times 
refused to mention the colonial era. The NMK constantly purports to maintain a 
strictly objective tone, letting the objects displayed bear witness to the rich 
heritage of  the peninsula. This ultimately puts the objects on display in sharp 
contrast with museums with more focused (and patriotic) missions, such as the 
Korean War Memorial or the recently opened Museum of  Contemporary Korean 
History, where labels stridently assert nationalistic interpretations. Yet museums, 
through display of  culture, are a “vehicle for the exercise of  new forms of  power” 
(Bennett 1995: 19). Kevin Coffee compares museums with other cultural forms, 
such as movies and music and asserts that museums communicate “values and 

                                            
1 Interview with Han Soo conducted 8/7/2014 in the office wing of  the National Museum of  
Korea. 
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permanence that are perceived to transcend other cultural forms” (Coffee 2006: 
436), through “displays of  visual ideologies” (Ibid.).  

The visual ideologies at the NMK are closely connected to the larger regimes 
of  value that govern heritage in the Republic of  Korea. Curation of  heritage in 
the NMK draws on previous research regarding the ways in which intangible and 
tangible items are designated heritage.2 In the context of  museum objects, some 
of  the criteria applied when evaluating what to display include “provenance, age, 
formal aesthetic properties; rarity, uniqueness, or authenticity; monetary worth as 
determined by an art or antique market; and scientific significance, as evidence of  
natural or cultural phenomena” (Kreps 2003: 313). These criteria, often 
considered by curators, tend to prioritize factors other than the social importance 
of  objects, such as the value of  religious objects to believers. Objects for display 
are chosen based on their current value, not the cultural significance they held at 
the time of  production. This is as true for a coil of  rope at the Museum of  
African Art in New York City, seen as an art object instead of  a functional tool 
(Vogel 1991), as it is for a reliquary for holding the sarira (relics of  the body after 
cremation) of  an important monk. Functionality and reverence is trumped 
through display techniques and technical, objective, informative description. 

Museums like the NMK guide their public through carefully selected items 
from a vast collection in a way that is often linear. Such an approach provides 
historical contextualization for the displays, which allows each visitor to view 
objects alongside contemporary works and provides an opportunity to emphasize 
pieces that are only significant for historical and political reasons. The NMK’s 
entire first floor (minus a special exhibition gallery), viewed along a circular path 
from the first gallery on the right, flows through Korean history from pre-history 
until the end of  the Chosŏn Dynasty. Notably there is no place in the permanent 
collection for the years after the 1910 colonization by Japan, years better covered 
by the new museum of  Contemporary Korean History. On the second and third 
floors the NMK abandons this linear format, and instead groups items according 
to medium in fine art galleries (the north side), donated collections (the south side 
of  the second floor) and Asian art beyond Korea (the south side of  the third 
floor). The fine art collections cover calligraphy, painting, Buddhist painting, and 
the Sarangbang exhibit on the second floor with white porcelain, punch’ŏng ware, 
celadon, Buddhist bells, metal crafts, and Buddhist sculpture on the third floor. 
Some of  these second and third floor exhibitions may be alternated with more 

                                            
2 In the Korean case some useful readings on the topic include Pai HI 2001, 2013; Atkins 2010; 
Howard 2002, 2006; Jeong SJ 2008; Yang JS 2003, Kendall 2011, and Yim HS 2003. Theoretical 
readings and studies in other countries include Dicks 2003; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998; Smith 
2006; Kurin 1997, and Di Giovine 2009. 
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focused special exhibitions, such as the calligraphy and Buddhist painting 
exhibitions, due to the particular depth of  the museum’s holdings in these areas. 
The decision to organize the displays in these groupings becomes clearer when 
considering that the curation and organization of  objects at the NMK is done 
within four groupings: Archeology, History, Fine Art, and (other) Asian Art. 
Through these, the NMK is in essence “asserting the power of  classification and 
arrangement” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1991: 390). 

MEMORY AND THE MUSEUM 

Not all narratives and historical facts figure into the formation of  official history: 
details and divergent opinions are filtered until states distill them into official 
national history. During the Chosŏn Dynasty (1392–1910) the dominant 
narratives were those that ended up in the Chosŏn wangjo sillok (Annals of  the 
Chosŏn Dynasty), whereas in the modern era dominant narratives are published 
in history books and displayed on national stages, such as the National Museum 
of  Korea. Yet all the complex contextual information about art at the NMK 
cannot be present in labels, or even supplementary online or audio guides. 
Presenting only part of  a historical narrative can be a form of  officially 
sanctioned forgetting, modified by practices of  remembrance (Leslie 2010: 133–
134).  

Museums and museum management are unavoidably concerned not only with 
collectable items and which are to be exhibited, but also the “critical purpose and 
cultural intent” of  the museum practice (Buntinx 2006: 221). Museums have 
holdings far greater than what is displayed. They have acquisition budgets, apply 
for grants, and cooperate with other people or institutions to create special 
exhibitions.3 What the museum chooses to do with these resources goes beyond 
display into ideological territory. Acting as “sites for the visual management of  the 
past” (Witz 2006: 107), museums utilize curation to communicate to museum 
visitors. It is through collecting, cataloguing and conserving art objects that 
society’s “ontology of  objects” is displayed: to the alert visitor the social 
construction of  value is revealed in curatorial decisions (Roberts 1994: 37). At the 
NMK, perhaps more so than at private museums, the decisions made by curators 
and other staff  are part of  “larger sociocultural systems that influence how and 
why curatorial work is carried out” (Kreps 2003: 312). This sociocultural system 
places a premium upon Koreanness making the NMK a site to celebrate 
Koreanness and Korea’s rich and proud history.  

                                            
3 Unlike most museums around the world, the NMK is almost entirely funded by the Korean 
government and only has to worry about staying within its budget.  
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Museums depict narratives that can be crucial to an understanding of  the past 
for their visitors. The use of  terminology and physical presentation of  objects 
becomes collective memory, particularly in a national museum. The framing of  the 
objects in the museum, objects which were created for a purpose other than 
display in museums (Vogel 1991: 191), are governed by the curatorial decisions 
made in the museum. Objects are framed in such a way that curatorial choices 
could significantly impact museum visitors’ reception and understanding of  
individual art objects and their significance within a historical framework. 
Museums scholars negotiate the importance of  placing objects in relation to each 
other within the museum because the ordering of  such memorabilia directly 
impacts the way in which historical memory is passed on to the visitor. Implicit or 
even explicit associations are encouraged through density of  placement, special 
lighting, solitary cases or even solitary rooms (such as for National Treasure No. 
78, Pensive Bodhisattva), placing within a room, and of  course special labels with 
discussions of  the art work that may bring the visitor to a deeper or more 
nuanced understanding of  individual objects (see Images 5 and 6, below). 

 

Image 5: A museum visitor strolls through a dim gallery past a row of  cases of  Buddhist statues. 
The featured image is of  a Koryŏ Dynasty Avalokiteśvara. Photo by the author. 
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Image 6: The Pensive Bodhisattva (National Treasure No. 78) 
sits in a private room. Photo by the author.  

 
Historian Eric Hobsbawm has theorized how social mechanisms link our 

contemporary experience to previous generations (1994: 3). Visitors who 
experience the historical objects, artifacts, and artistic works contained in mu-
seums in the Republic of  Korea engage with a social mechanism that instills 
memories, connecting them to the Korean past by highlighting visual proof  of  
their ancestor’s accomplishments as something that legitimately represents 
Koreanness as a national culture. As Schwarz suggests, “the relations between past 
and present, temporality itself  all underwrite the processes of  the historical 
imagination” (2010: 42–43), and in this way, Korean politics in the present 
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continues to impact the curation of  the Korean past. The museum deemphasizes 
factors that do not promote the national idea of  Koreanness, and by creating this 
new regime of  value, the visitor who encounters these objects in a national 
museum understands them as Korean and not religious objects.   

KOREAN RELIGION AND ART WORKS 

Before Buddhism and Confucianism arrived in Korea in the fourth century C.E., 
shamanism was the predominant form of  interaction with the metaphysical. A 
pantheon of  ghosts, spirits, and gods existed and could be placated, bargained 
with, or banished by talented shamans. Despite the coming of  Buddhism and 
Confucianism, shamanism never disappeared from Korea, and early folklorists 
looked to it as the root of  Koreanness (Janelli 1986). Although some argue that 
Buddhism is a philosophy, and not a religion, Korean Buddhism has always been 
perceived as a religion. Confucianism, on the other hand, has been rationalized as 
a philosophy, and in some ways as a “how to” guide for the government and 
private individuals.  

By the first quarter of  the sixth century, Buddhism had become the official 
state religion everywhere on the Korean peninsula. Proselytization within Korea, 
and from China and even India, was successful partially due to the power of  
Buddhist objects, notably statues and architectural knowledge. Korean Buddhist 
art from the seventh and eighth century remains so powerfully evocative and 
sophisticated, it is easy to imagine how it must have moved early viewers. Yet as 
Buddhism became a tax shelter during the Koryŏ Dynasty (918–1392), the 
religion became the scapegoat of  government officials who usurped power and 
established the Chosŏn Dynasty in 1392. The Chosŏn government, despite early 
kings who personally believed in Buddhism, established the ŏkbul chŏngch’aek (抑佛

政策) or paebul chŏngch’aek (排佛政策)—an official policy of  suppressing Buddhism, 
while promoting Confucianism. As a result, there was a severe reduction in the 
numbers of  temples, monks, and nuns. Moreover, various schools of  Buddhism 
were forcibly combined and monks were officially banned from the new capital of  
Seoul.  

When the Chosŏn Dynasty ignobly ended with the colonization of  Korea by 
Japan, Korean Confucianism lost its central position in society (Baker 2008: 53). 
Although Confucianism continued to form an essential part of  cultural values and 
the backdrop to rules of  etiquette, the specific reading and cultivation of  an 
understanding of  Confucian classic texts has vanished from Korea. Other than 
cultural practices rooted in Confucianism, Confucianism can also be seen in 
ancestral rites (observed by an ever-shrinking portion of  the population), and 
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national re-enactments (for the eyes of  smart-phone wielding domestic and 
international tourists). Under the Japanese colonial government Buddhism fared 
better, although temple abbots were chosen from amongst the pro-Japanese. It 
was in this era that the Buddhist clergy began to “ameliorate Buddhism’s 
perceived social and geographic isolation” (Nathan 2010: 84), with new centers of  
propagation built in major population centers. After the Korean War Buddhist 
activity increased and urbanized, despite political in-fighting between and later 
within Buddhist orders, Buddhism’s place in society has improved markedly 
compared to the Chosŏn Dynasty. 

After the colonial era began the Japanese began extensive research and 
cataloguing of  important art works and historical objects within Korea, part of  an 
effort to quantify their colonial holdings (Pai 2001, Atkins 2010).4 This reduced 
their acquisition and removal to the homes of  the rich since according to the law 
port officials had to follow meticulous regulations to prevent unlawful export (Pai 
2001: 82). Since the colonial government initially catalogued temple holdings, it is 
no surprise that a large number of  the items were related to Buddhism—in fact 
ninety percent of  the objects categorized by 1924 (Ibid., 84). Korean artifacts 
continued to be catalogued, adding to the list developed by the Japanese. In 1962, 
when the Cultural Property Protection Law (Munhwajae Pohobŏp) took effect, 
the law established a listing process through which hundreds of  items were 
designated either national treasures (kukpo) or treasures (pomul). This system and 
its rankings has “sometimes been challenged as relics of  colonial practices that 
have distorted the “true” identity, age, and artistic worth of  Korea’s core body of  
ruins and relics” (Pai 2013: 7), but that is beyond the scope of  this article. 

RELIGIOUS OBJECTS IN THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF 
KOREA 

Museums perform a delicate dance to display objects that have religious exegetical 
meaning but have lost their positional meaning. This means that religious objects 
in the museum have lost the meaning they would have when located in relation to 
other religious items (on an altar, in a shrine, at a temple). The positional meaning 
of  a statue of  Śākyamuni Buddha within a temple is different from that of  the 
same item within a glass case at the NMK. The “dissonance between sacred 
objects on display and the religio-social functions they served in their original 

                                            
4 As Hyung-il Pai explains, after the Japanese investigated the extent of  Korean art works and 
historical relics and took control of  them from the state, some of  them were exhibited in the 
Chōsen Sōtokufu Museum on the grounds of  Kyŏngbok Palace starting in 1915—this museum 
was the direct predecessor of  the National Museum of  Korea (2001: 79). 
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contexts” is profound (Grimes 1992: 423) because “sacredness is a function of  
ritual use, not just of  form or reference” (Ibid.). Museums that focus on 
contextualized culture, such as the National Folk Museum of  Korea, display 
religious objects within a constructed positional setting to aid the visitor in under-
standing. The NMK, however, does not employ this methodology; they display 
objects as history and as art, without explicitly describing religious/cultural 
meanings. Objects are not placed in densely packed proximity, as in Buddhist 
temples, but are presented with ample room within the case and between cases, as 
can be seen in Image 5 and 6, above.  

Unsurprisingly, the NMK is a thoroughly Western museum in the sense that 
its objects function, through their scientific, objective, aesthetic displays, as a 
“ritualization of  Euroamerican political and social values” (Grimes 1992: 422). 
The pensive bodhisattva (National Treasure No. 78) is treated as important due to 
its age and exquisite craftsmanship. It is “sacred” as an ancient sculptural and 
aesthetic triumph that bears witness to Korean excellence, but it receives no 
offerings. There are no candles and no incense.5 Conditioned by the museum 
setting, few people, even if  they are Buddhist, will bow or prostrate to this statue. 
During several trips to the museum, I have bowed three times to the bodhisattva, 
moved to show my respect. On one occasion, a nearby Korean man in his fifties 
drew attention to my actions: “look, a foreigner bows to our Buddha, but we 
don’t.” He was surprised by my act of  repossessing the statue as religious, instead 
of  a representative item of  Korean culture.  

Is the NMK participating in the objectification of  cultural practices (de Jong 
2007: 162) by stripping artifacts of  their religious meaning—specifically by 
exhibiting Buddhist objects in a way that ascribes ownership of  it as heritage (not 
belief) to all Koreans? This statue is in the museum as a significant item 
representing Korea and Korean artistry: the value assigned to it by the museum is 
intentionally not harmonized with the statue as a religious object of  veneration. If  
treated as an object of  veneration, non-Buddhists may feel their gaze is intruding 
on a private, religious matter. The glass display box keeps everyone at equal 
distance.  

THE MUSEUM UNDERSTANDING VISITORS, VISITORS 
UNDERSTANDING THE MUSEUM 

In the effort to make objects equally accessible to every visitor to the museum, an 

                                            
5 According to Laurel Kendall in the 1970s visitors to the museum would still leave offerings in 
front of  statues.  
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educational opportunity is being lost. Problems in educating visitors include first 
providing information at the level needed, and second adjusting this information 
to reflect the changing nature of  the museum visitors.  
 

 
 

Image 7: A group led by a volunteer docent learns about Buddhist painting. 
Photo by the author.  

 
It is very difficult for the NMK to predict the educational background of  

many adult visitors, however, visitor data collected in 2013 (see Table 1, below) 
shows that almost all visitors are Korean. The NMK must make some 
assumptions about the visitors, to gauge what information is needed in labels and 
on audio players used for self-guided tours. The guiding policy of  the museum is 
to make information accessible for a Korean with a fifth or sixth grade education, 
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but changing internal policies impact label composition, and this leads to some 
lack of  consistency and some text heavy displays.6 As curator Han Soo explained: 

  
This is really an old style that arose because in the past the retired curators 
thought we had to include a lot of  text. It was really hard for a visitor to 
come to the museum... and the curators thought they might never visit the 
museum again. That is because in the past going to the museum was 
something like a tour to Kyŏngju—it was difficult and cost a lot of  money. 
On the one time they got to come [the curators] wanted to offer all the 
information possible—that was their imperative concept [in creating text at 
the museum].7  

 
Curators can also feel constrained by requirements to provide a simple 
explanation lacking precise, advanced vocabulary; curator Han’s example was the 
names of  specific Buddhas and bodhisattvas. These identifications are highly 
significant and generally present on labels, but even a fifth grader from a Buddhist 
household could not be expected to know names beyond Sŏkgamoni (Śākyamuni) 
and Kwanseŭm Posal (Avalokiteśvara).  

For displays of  Buddhist-related objects the museum makes a series of  
assumptions. It is clear that the museum believes there is some degree of  
familiarity with religious practice that allows visitors to understand the purpose of  
Buddhist objects. Yet the 2005 national census revealed that only fifty-three 
percent of  Koreans are religious. Of  those 10.7 million are Buddhist,8 therefore 
nearly seventy-five percent of  the population may never have participated in a 
Buddhist ceremony, or taken a close look at a temple. Visiting the museum in July 
2014, I overheard a father explaining to his inquisitive elementary-school-aged girl 
various basic facts about Buddhism. Each of  his statements, mostly con-
textualizing Buddhism in comparison to Christianity, was met with another 
slightly incredulous question. A father will have such a conversation with his child, 
but basic facts are not present in explanatory labels, and school teachers may feel 
uncomfortable broaching these conversations with a multi-religious group of  
students. The information supplied by the museum, however, assumes basic 

                                            
6 At present the NMK is preparing to rewrite most text in the museum, reducing text in the 
galleries and providing smart-phone accessed highly detailed additional information. 
7 The original interview answer is as follows: “이건 이제 옛날 스타일..왜냐하면 옛날에는 제가 이제 

생각 할 때는 저의 선배 curator들은 이런 생각을 했던 것 같아요. 어떤 한 관람객이 박물관에 온다는 

것은 굉장히 힘든 기회에서 힘든…뭐랄까 오랜만에 온 거에요. 앞으로 이 사람이 박물관에 다시 올 수 

없을 거라고 생각한 거에요. 왜냐하면 예전에는 박물관을 여행하고 경주를 여행하고 하는 게 굉장히 어

렵고 돈이 많이 드는 일이었으니까. 한번 왔을 때 이 사람한테 줄 수 있는 정보는 가능한 한 다 줘야 

한다는 그런 강박 관념이 있었던 것 같아요.” 
8 In 2005 there were 8.6 million Protestants, the next largest group.  
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knowledge and supplies advanced details instead of  basics—for example how iron 
Buddhas were cast and what various mudrās mean.   

 

Table 1: Visitors to the National Museum of  Korea in 2013 

Visitors to the Exhibitions Educational 
Program 

Participants 

Special 
Events in 
the Great 

Hall 

Yong 
Theatre 
Guests 

Cultural 
Events 

Total 

Permanent 
Exhibition 

Children’s 
Wing 

Ticketed 
(Unticketed) 

Special 
Exhibition 

Subtotal 

1,996,285 428,111 257,973 
(24,009) 

2,682,369 104,272 83,952 128,516 53,714 3,052,823 

 

Total Koreans Foreigners 

3,052,823 2,905,776 147,047 
 

Source: All data supplied by the National Museum of  Korea 

 
Table 1 gives an idea of  how many people visited, and even an estimate about 

how many may have been children, but otherwise the level of  background 
knowledge of  the visitors is unknown. In an effort to further understand who 
these visitors are and how they view the museum, the museum also conducts in-
depth visitor surveys. In 2013 a total of  817 Koreans and 402 foreigners were 
surveyed. Of  the Koreans 237 were visiting for the first time. Due to the 
connection with my research topic, I present their answers in Table 2 when asked 
what they would remember most amongst the items they had seen that day. 

 

Table 2: What item among those you have seen today leaves the greatest impression?9 
 

Korean Answer Percentage (of  
817 respondents) 

10-Story Buddhist Pagoda 20.6 

Gilt Bronze Incense Burner of  Paekje 18.6 

Pensive Bodhisattva (#83)10 17.3 

Golden Crown of  Silla 15.9 

Koguryŏ Tomb Murals 8.8 

Celadon Incense Burner with Openwork Design 4.5 

Horse and Rider Shaped Vessels 2.4 

                                            
9 The question in Korean was “오늘 보신 유물 중에 가장 기억에 남거나 높이 평가하는 유물은 무엇

입니까?” 
10 Sometimes Pensive Bodhisattva 83 and 78 are displayed, sometimes only one of  them is on 
display as they are extremely popular items desired by special exhibitions.  
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Etc. 3.5 

Nothing 8.0 

No answer 0.5 

Foreigner Answer Percentage (of  
402 respondents) 

10-Story Buddhist Pagoda 43.5 

Pensive Bodhisattva (No. 83)  18.2 

Golden Crown of  Silla 16.7 

Gilt Bronze Incense Burner of  Paekje  6.0 

Koguryŏ Tomb Murals 5.7 

Celadon Incense Burner with Openwork Design  5.5 

Horse and Rider Shaped Vessels  2.0 

Etc. 1.2 

Nothing 0.5 

No answer 0.7 
 

Source: All data supplied by the National Museum of  Korea 

 
The visitor survey data betrays three important pieces of  information: first it 

is essentially a list of  the items that the NMK most explicitly highlights. Guided 
tours focus on these items. Gallery placement, lighting, and textual information all 
emphasize their importance within the museum. Of  course each of  these items is 
prominently featured in the book 100 Highlights except for the two that are 
ironically represented by replicas at the NMK (the incense burner is located at the 
National Museum in Puyŏ, and the tomb murals are located in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of  Korea). 11  Second it shows that, to visitors, the most 
impressive objects at the museum are Buddhist objects. Third, it demonstrates the 
way the museum has successfully exposed the visitor to the entire museum—to 
see all the items on this list, the visitors have passed through the second and even 
to the third floor where the Pensive Bodhisattva is displayed, winding their way 
through many of  the galleries and gaining an impression of  the breadth and 
grandeur of  the collection.  

The Buddhist objects in the museum, clearly identified as such, are 
nevertheless presented with a regime of  value imposed by the museum: the most 
impressive work must necessarily be that which combines qualities such as age, 
rarity, scale, and technique. Yet nowhere within the museum can one find a simple 
explanation of  the relative meaning of  a Buddha, bodhisattva, and arhat in 
Buddhist thought, nor a discussion of  how the items in the museum may have 
appeared within the context of  a temple. Moreover, the value these objects once 
held to people at the time of  origin, or to Buddhists in the present day, is also not 
discussed in labels and descriptions: through omission the viewers are instructed 

                                            
11 For more information on the interesting way that Korean museums exhibit replicas, refer to the 
article by Elmer Veldkamp in this same journal issue. 
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to value the objects as a display of  Korean heritage, without considering their 
religious meaning.  

A clear example of  how educational opportunities are overlooked in the 
museum is the case of  the Ten-Story Pagoda, the single most viewed piece of  art 
at the NMK, and an item considered the most impressive according to the 
museums’ research by both foreign and Korean visitors, as shown in Table 2, 
above. The book 100 Highlights explains the piece historically: 

 
This pagoda was originally erected at the monastery Gyeoncheonsa in the 
fourth year (1348) of  King Chungmok of  Goryeo. In 1907 it was illegally 
smuggled out to Japan by a Japanese court official, Tanaka Koken, but in 
1918 it was fortunately returned by the efforts of  British and American 
journalists, E. Bethell and H. Hulbert. In 1960 it was restored in 
Gyoengbokgung Palace [sic]. But it was difficult to be conserved because 
of  acid rain and weathering, so was dismantled again in 1995. When 
National Museum of  Korea was reopened in 2005, it was restored again at 
‘Path to History’ (2009: 119). 

 
The label next to the pagoda in the museum focuses on a visual description: 

 
This pagoda was originally erected at the Gyeongcheonsa in the fourth year 
of  King Chungmok (1348) of  Goryeo. On its base, lions, arhats, and scenes 
from the Chinese novel The Journey to the West are carved in three tiers. In 
the central part of  the pagoda, which consists of  ten stories, a number of  
groups of  Buddhas and bodhisattvas are represented inside architectural 
settings minutely carved with roofs, rafters, and balustrades. 
  

There is a major discrepancy in the purpose of  the two descriptions, one focuses 
on describing the pagoda’s history, the other on a physical description. The 
passages are only similar in their description of  the pagoda’s year of  construction 
and original location. The temple, however, no longer exists, and the museum’s 
visitors will not know if  the temple was important, if  it was the one the king 
visited, or if  it was located in a far corner of  the country.12 The recent and chal-
lenging history of  the pagoda as an art work is interesting and could prompt a 
variety of  conversations about the impact of  colonialism, foreign influences, and 
environmental changes on material heritage. Reasons why the pagoda is important 
or interesting, or worth being in the 100 Highlights seem less well represented. The 

                                            
12 Art historian Kim Lena places the temple near the Koryŏ court in Kaesŏng, now in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of  Korea, but the same information could not be easily found 
online so it must be unknown to most Koreans who read the label. 
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description in the museum is more direct, but it presumes that the reader will 
know what arhats and bodhisattvas are, what the Journey to the West is about, and 
why lions (not endemic to Korea) would be on a Buddhist object. Certainly a 
numbered sketch of  the pagoda coupled with an explanation of  the various 
details of  the thirteen-meter-high pagoda would be a nice educational touch. 
Furthermore details such as whether any votive offerings originally contained 
within the pagoda survived the move to Japan, and two moves within Korea, 
would draw a connection to the original purpose of  such an imposing con-
struction. The description seems imprecise in comparison with Kim Lena’s 
explanation: 

 
Each of  the sides is filled with relief  images of  religious figures, including 
the episodes of  a journey to India from the life of  the famous Chinese 
Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, and plant and animal motifs. . . . Four main 
faces on each of  the first three stories represent 12 Buddhist assemblies of  
Buddhas and bodhisattvas described in various sutras, like the Avatamsaka 
and Lotus Sutras, in high relief. The sides between the main four faces are 
filled with other independent deities and guardians. These sculptures are 
important examples demonstrating the sculptural style and iconography 
that were known to the sculptors active in the capital Gaegyeong13 in the 
mid-14th century. . . . the Gyeongcheonsa pagoda is the first to so richly 
embellish the body of  the pagoda, from bottom to top, with such images. 
The style of  the images, while demonstrating newly-introduced Yuan 
influence, also shows characteristics of  the native Goryeo tradition. . . . 
(2007: 141–43). 

 
The well-known art historian bypasses the novel, Journey to the West, not published 
until the sixteenth century, after the pagoda was constructed, and identifies the 
origin of  the novel—the real life journey of  a pilgrim to India, who wrote Great 
Tang Records on the Western Regions (an account considerably drier than the novel, if  
more educational). Kim’s description of  the pagoda continues for three pages, and 
although her book also presumes background knowledge on the part of  the 
reader, she situates the pagoda as important for demonstrating the flow of  ideas 
from Yuan China to Koryŏ, and describes the specific techniques utilized while 
explaining that the pagoda served as a powerful teaching tool of  the time—
illustrating sutras, and through exceptionally rich embellishment we can assume it 
provoked even more awe in the fourteenth century than it does today.  

                                            
13 Kaesŏng was known as Kaegyŏng at the time that it served as the capital.  
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The way that the pagoda is insufficiently, even inaccurately, explained is a 
perfect illustration of  how the NMK is missing valuable opportunities to reach its 
audience. More than that, however, the central placement and casual explanation 
of  the Buddhist purpose and representations on the pagoda sends a message of  
the central importance of  Buddhism to Korean history while dismissing over 500 
years of  severe repression of  the religion. This type of  mixed message facilitates 
misunderstandings in visitors.  

REGIME OF VALUE 

Asserting the presence of  an inadvertent regime of  value at the NMK can be 
done through demonstrating the central and impressive nature of  Buddhist 
objects, both in the museum and through the relative importance attached to 
different pieces in the NMK’s official book 100 Highlights. This book is divided 
into five sections corresponding to the five areas of  the NMK’s holdings: 
archaeology, history, fine arts, donation, and Asian arts. The rationale behind the 
bi-lingual book is explained as follows: 

 
It will take tremendous time to appreciate all the collections of  the 
National Museum of  Korea since its exhibition halls have been expanded 
and the number of  exhibited artifacts has been increased. Thus this catalog 
would like to introduce 100 pieces of  treasures [sic] that the museum would 
like to highlight as ‘do not miss’ items for visitors. It would be very helpful 
for those who do not have enough time to look around the whole 
collection to understand and appreciate Korean culture and history in 
general (2009: 249–50). 

 
This clarifies the museum’s mission to not just show off  highlights from the 
collection, but direct the audience to a specific understanding of  Korean culture 
and history. This book emphasizes Korea’s long history, its connection to the rest 
of  the world, and Buddhism. Consequently it is unsurprising that the first item is 
from the Paleolithic, followed by two pieces of  pottery from the Neolithic and 
three Bronze Age artifacts. Links with other regions are demonstrated through 
objects of  antiquity unearthed in Korea—dismissing a view of  Korea as the 
“Hermit Kingdom.” Subtle jabs appear when funeral urns are described as 
“extorted by Japan during the Japanese occupation” (Ibid., 47), or the Dharani 
Sūtra is described as the “oldest prints of  wood printing blocks in the world” 
(Ibid., 52). Documents demonstrate the ordered and civilized nature of  Korean 
society, and superlatives are used to explicitly state the value of  objects: “exquisite 
craftsmanship” (Ibid., 93), “excellent casting technique” (Ibid., 97), and “high 
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standard” (Ibid., 99). Finally, the book includes a wide variety of  genres to 
highlight the breadth of  Korean artistry (and the museum’s holdings). In Table 3, 
below, I give a brief  overview of  how many items with religious significance are 
highlighted among the top 100.  

Table 3: The 100 Highlights of  the National Museum of  Korea 

Section Number 
of  Objects 

Number with 
Religious 
Meaning 

Vocabulary Referring to Religion14 

archaeology 19 4 shamanism (1); Buddhist and Taoist (1); folk belief  
(1); Buddhist (1)  

history 15 5 sutra (assumes the audience understands this is 
Buddhist) (1); sutra, Buddhis(m/t), Bodhisattva, 
Buddha (2); sutra, Buddhism (1); academics, scholars 
(assumes the audience understands they are 
Confucian scholars) (1) 

fine arts 43 18 Buddha, Buddhist (1); Bodhisattva, Buddhist (1); 
Bodhisattva, Buddha, monk, temple (1); temple, 
pagoda, sarira (1); Buddha, pagoda, monastic site (1); 
Bodhisattva, Buddha, monastic site (1) 
stupa, Buddhist (1); Stele for a national preceptor at a 
–sa (temple) (assumes the audience understands this 
is Buddhist) (1); Buddha (2) 
Lantern from a –sa (assumes the audience 
understands this is Buddhist) (1); Buddhist (1); 
Buddhist, monks (1); monk (1); sutra, Buddhist (1); 
pagoda, monastic site, monastery (1); sutra, Buddha 
(1) 
Buddhist, pagoda, Buddhism (1) 

donation 12 2 Buddhist (1); Buddha, Buddhist (1) 

Asian arts 11 3 Bodhisattva, Buddha (1); Buddhism, Buddhist (1); 
Hindu (1) 

 
As Table 3 demonstrates, 32 out of  100 highlighted items at the museum are 

assigned a religious meaning:15 one for folk beliefs, one for shamanism, one for 
Buddhism and Taoism, one for Hinduism, one for Confucianism—although the 
word Confucianism is not present—and 27 for Buddhism. Many Buddhist objects 
are included, even though the book clearly intends to present the depth and 
breadth of  Korean history and the museum’s holdings.  

                                            
14 In this table I have not included the names of  specific Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, such as 
Amitābha, but these names were present in some descriptions of  art objects. 
15 Other items were also associated with religion, such as incense burners, but their religious 
meaning is not clarified. 
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To establish how often Buddhism is mentioned in the museum environment, I 
quantified all mentions of  Buddhism within almost all galleries on the north side 
of  each floor of  the NMK in July 2013. I chose galleries that should logically 
mention Buddhism, and found over 1,500 words such as “Buddhism,” 
“bodhisattva,” and “temple,” both in Korean and in English. For example, I 
found that the galleries chronologically displaying Chosŏn Dynasty art included 
sixteen English words and forty-one Korean words even though the religion was 
suppressed in that era. The Unified Silla gallery used forty-seven English words 
and seventy-one words in Korean. In addition entire galleries are devoted to 
Buddhist sculpture, painting, and bells, and special exhibitions often focus on 
Buddhist art, such as the gallery filled with the calligraphy of  Chosŏn Zen masters. 
The density of  the references to Buddhism clarifies how openly and directly 
Buddhism is identified with the production of  art and art objects at the NMK. 
Galleries with content related to Buddhism repeatedly reminded visitors of  the 
close connection between the art objects and Buddhism so that Korea’s rich 
Buddhist heritage permeated the entire museum. The quantification by gallery 
showed that, rather than a strong impression from a small number of  impressive 
Buddhist-identified objects, visitors were exposed to textual and visual reminders 
of  Korea’s Buddhist past throughout the museum.  

I discussed the display of  Buddhist objects with curator Han Soo and he 
explained: 

 
Our museum absolutely does not consider these objects sacred. This is 
because in 1945 when the Republic of  Korea government was founded, the 
nation’s museum(s) also came into being, and our nation and our museum’s 
constitution maintains division of  religion and government. For that reason 
our museum’s displays show no bias in regards to religion. Therefore, to us 
a Buddhist statue is an artistic object. Of  course among curators there are 
Buddhists, but as policy we absolutely do not view items as sacred.16  

 

The NMK cooperates with and has a good relationship with the Buddhist orders. 
In fact, the museum has long filled a role of  providing a reliable and safe 
repository for valuable Buddhist objects.17 When a new item is discovered by an 

                                            
16 The original transcribed interview passage is as follows: “우리 박물관은 종교성을 전혀 고려하지 

않습니다. 왜냐하면 우리 박물관은 1945년에 대한민국 정부 수립과 더불어서 대한민국의 박물관으로 

되어 있고, 우리 박물관은 헌법에 국가와 종교를 분리하도록 되어 있어요. 대한민국은. 그렇기 때문에 

우리 박물관도 마찬가지로 어떠한 전시관도 종교적인 편향성을 갖지 않기로 되어 있고 그래서 종교성

은 고려하지 않아요. 이를테면 우리한테 불상은 예술품이에요. 물론 curator중에서도 불교 신자가 있고 

하지만 공식적으로는 유물의 종교성은 전혀 고려하지 않습니다.” 
17 The museum has both physical security and environmental security, through providing a home 
where temperature, humidity, light, and insect damage can be prevented.  
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order, according to curator Han, they confidently turn to the NMK for assistance 
with research and if  necessary, repair. In addition the NMK also calls on 
Buddhists for assistance: “There have been occasions where our museum has 
consulted with monks, but absolutely not in relation to the permanent 
collection—only for special exhibitions. For the exhibit of  Koryŏ Buddhist paint-
ings or a little while ago when we exhibited the writings of  a famous monk—for 
those sorts of  exhibits we consulted with the Jogye Order, and Woljŏngsa Temple 
monks.”18 Clearly the NMK does not regard the artistic/historical value that they 
attach to Buddhist objects as interfering with or usurping any religious meaning.   

Buddhism produced magnificent works of  art. If  “museums are places where 
sacrosanct belief  systems are confirmed on the basis of  hierarchies valuing one 
culture over another” (Corrin 1993: 302), the National Museum of  Korea is 
powerfully arguing for the value in Buddhist art as art. Buddhism, actively en-
couraging the production of  art works, is connected to a huge volume of  art 
works including those worked from relatively long-lasting metal and stone. This 
art was explicitly about Buddhism as it represented Buddhas, bodhisattvas, arhats, 
and other guardian deities. Even after the end of  state-sponsored Buddhism, the 
production of  Buddhist art works continued, although some of  this is considered 
by scholars to be less sophisticated than earlier works. Buddhism caused the 
creations of  magnificent art works that are hard to ascribe to other (non-
Buddhist) meanings, and the use of  metal and stone in the earlier centuries 
allowed early Buddhist art to survive. This is not to say, however, that much has 
survived, as few wood and clay objects, both common, exist today and 
environmental damage has left some in poor condition (Kim L 2007: 8). 

   

                                            
18 The original transcribed interview passage is as follows: “우리 박물관에서 전시회가 스님들의 조

언을 구하는 경우는 있어요. 하지만 상설 전시에서는 전혀 구하지 않고 특별전에만. 고려불화 라던지 

뭐 얼마 전에는 그 근대의 유명한 스님들이 남긴 글 같은 것들을 전시한 적이 있는데 그런 것들은 조

계종이라던지 월정사라는 절하고 스님들과 의논을 한 적은 있죠.” 
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Image 8: A page from the Avataṃsaka Sūtra exhibited at the NMK proves how visually 
captivating even Buddhist books can be. Photo by the author.  

CONCLUSION 

The NMK is an exceptional museum that aspires to become one of  the top 
museums in the world, on a par with the Louvre and the British Museum. 
Throughout the museum Korea’s impressive, grand, beautiful objects, many 
associated with Buddhism, are exhibited as items of  Korean heritage. Heritage, a 
modern concern, is part of  the new systems of  valuation based on the social 
values and needs of  people in the present. The idea of  heritage, the process of  
designation of  heritage, is a dialectical process created both by institutions like the 
Republic of  Korea’s government and the NMK, and in the memories of  people 
who interact with that heritage. Korea’s process of  preserving heritage has worked 
to “reinforce feelings of  nationalism and help eliminate the destabilizing effects 
of  foreign influence” (Maliangkay 2008: 51). Ascribing value to objects because 
they are heritage is very much a modern concern, and museums participate by 
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“communicating and legitimizing predominant social relations and the ideological 
views that reinforce those relations in society” (Coffee 2006: 435).  

The large number of  Buddhist objects at the NMK and the way Buddhism 
has been foregrounded, however, raises a variety of  questions. Hyung-il Pai 
suggests that the emphasis on Buddhist objects in Korean heritage protection is a 
remnant of  the colonial era government’s treatment of  Buddhism, as contrasted 
with how Buddhism was treated during the Chosŏn Dynasty (2001: 84). I believe 
that the ways that religious objects at the NMK are displayed as Korean heritage 
encourages an attitude of  communal ownership that paradoxically strips them of  
their original religious significance. Fascinatingly, placing Buddhist objects at the 
focal point of  the museum’s curated exhibits not only remakes them as explicitly 
heritage and not religious objects, yet simultaneously fosters and promotes a 
memory of  a Buddhist past—despite the dominance of  other ideologies since the 
late fourteenth century. In a future publication I hope to explore the connection 
between objects chosen for display and lingering criticism of  the Chosŏn Dynasty 
Confucian elites.  

As the national museum, the NMK holds a unique position of  authority as it 
mediates memory through the display of  the Korean past. As a scholar long 
interested in the presentation of  performed tradition, I find it fascinating to 
observe how objects are displayed in a motionless dance of  meaning-making. The 
meanings that are being created, the memories that are being made, these new 
regimes of  value, are perhaps unavoidable in our modern society. Just as the 
curation at the NMK is a cumulative, additive process as new items are added to 
the display, new values are attaching themselves, cumulatively, to the objects on 
display. The Ten-Story Buddhist Pagoda may have a different meaning for 
different individuals, but the religious meaning is not erased if  a non-believer 
appreciates other values. It is clear then that the most important question is 
whether the NMK is fully taking advantage of  their museum platform to display 
objects in a way that clearly communicates, to the extent possible, within a 
museum, all meanings—positional, exegetical, religious, aesthetic, historic, social, 
political, and every other meaning and interpretation that exists. 
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