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Cheoyong Door Gods (Munbae):
The Beginning of Korean Folk Art

Chung Byung-mo

Professor of Cultural Properties, Kyeongju University

This thesis traces the origin of minhwa (Korean folk painting) to the Cheoyong door gods,
While its visual language could be traced back to the rock paintings of the Bronze Age, the
Cheoyong door gods is where the art of minhwa effectively began, If minhwa has its roots in
munbae, New Year paintings are its branches and minhwa its culminating flower. These
seasonal customs are what kept minhwa alive and thriving throughout its long history, What
started with munbae developed into New Year paintings, and then to what we identify as

minhwa today.

Munbae customs are similar to China’s tattoos, While many munbaes come from China,
the ones from Cheoyong were highly prized and best represents the Korean variety, Shilla’s
Cheoyong and Tang’s Zhong Kui have much in common, How they fend off evil spirits,
however, greatly diverge from each other, Cheoyong deeply touched the spirits with its
magnanimity, while Zhong Kui scared them away with its frightening appearance, This is a

sensibility particular to Shilla that is also discovered in other protective deities of the period.

Although none of the Cheoyong munbaes survive today, it is possible to reconstruct its
general outline through historical records, They probably had faces resembling that of
Cheoyong masks that appear in the Ahkhak Gwebeom (Joseon's exhaustive treatise on
music), and were pasted on doors in a similar arrangement to that of the Vajrapani in the

tumuli of Seoak-dong,
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