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The World of Buddha and
Bodhisattva Expressed in Dancheong

- Centered on Dancheong of the Ceiling in the Traditional Temples -

Noh, Jae Hak Buddhist Art Photographer

Dancheong meaning the work of decorating the Buddhist buildings
by painting with brilliant colors is the solemn art that borrowed the
wisdom from nature's forest. Dancheong is the artistic and cultural
artifact that is reconstructed in harmonious and sophisticated colors
and forms in complex and diverse natural patterns. Dancheong is most
nobly concentrated in the ceiling of the Buddhist buildings.

The dynamic frame of the house and furniture structure in response
to the demands of the ages led to more changes in the ceiling form. In
the Koryo Dynasty and the early-Joseon Dynasty, the inner skeleton
of the roof was the ceiling itself. However, in the mid-Joseon Dynasty
after the Imjin war, appeared a ceiling where the frames whose form
was like H-(the Chinese character meaning the well) were set up evenly
or slantly under the roof and each vacant cell in the frame was covered

with a board.



This new ceiling provided a big space for Dancheong and demanded
careful attention to the expression of religious doctrine using various
subjects. Each board in the cell of the frame arranged in the rows
and columns could be used as a very useful device for symbolically
expressing the vast world view of Buddhism and the cosmos. Also, each
pattern on the board could express the wisdom of the world filled with
Buddha’s truth and mercy. Furthermore, by repeating several patterns
and utilizing the geometric symmetry of the ceiling structure, the whole
ceiling looked like the magnificent Buddhist paradise of mandala.

The main subjects of Dancheong were lotus flowers and Sanskrit
characters. Each character of Sanskrit represented the truth itself that
couldn't be translated and the whole knowledge of Buddha. That’s why
this Sanskrit character in the center of each pattern was recognized as
the seed of Buddha. After painting the eight petaled lotus or the six
petaled lotus on each board, they planted this Sanskrit character on the
center of the lotus as the seed of Buddha. The pattern was like an orderly
holy ritual expressing the ultimate purpose of Buddhism. This is because
the new type of Buddha, Sanskrit character Buddha, was enshrined
in a special space, the ceiling. It was a new kind of Buddha born as a
figure different from that of the existing Buddha expressed as the form
of the statue or the painting. The symbolistic aura was as profound as
the subtle implication of Sanskrit character.

In this Sanskrit character as the seed of Buddha, they planted the
Buddha’s color, sound, fragrance, and light, and made three respectable

Buddhas, five direction Buddhas, om-ma-ni-ban-me-hum, eight
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direction Buddhas, and thousand Buddhas be born on the ceiling as if
all the flowers were blooming at the same time. By using the technique
of symmetry and repetition, the world of huge seed mandala was
revealed. In conclusion, Dancheong in the ceiling ultimately embodied
the Buddhist land of perfect bliss called the Hwa-eom world filled with
the truth and mercy of Buddha.

Keywords : Dancheong, Sanskrit character as a seed of Buddha, Eight
petaled lotus in the center of mandala, The Buddhist land

of perfect bliss.



