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THE REFLECTING POND, THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF KOREA

THE OVAL POND WAS MADE PART OF THIS RECEPTACLE AS A POND 15 ALMOST
ALWAYS SEEN IN THE GARDENS OF KOREAN TRADITIONAL HOUSES AND THEREFORE
SERVES AS A MIRROR OF THE PAST, HELPING PEOPLE LOOK BACK IN TIME.
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Strengthening the body and spirit
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in some historical sources, and martial arts are
pictured in Goguryeo (37 BCxAD 668) tombs.
Much attention has been given to the Hwarang,
a teenage youth corps of the Silla Kingdom, but
there are still questions surrounding their martial
role. What is certain, however, is that Koreans,
in#uenced by the Mongols, adopted the composite
bow and became formidable mounted archers.
Tigers and leopards roamed the peninsula at the
time, and mounted archers brought down this
dangerous gamebexcellent training for war. Even
Joseon (1392+1910), Korea's last royal dynastg, o$e
minimal documentation of martial arts.
Regardless of the reason for the dearth of
information, it is evident that a tradition of hatd-
hand combat has had a place in Korean history for a
long period of time. These arts and their practéisn
were put to their most severe test in 1592 when
samurai-led armies stormed through the peninsula,
ravaging, plundering and killing. Still, this harirmgv
experience brought on changes in Korea that had
positive impacts on future con#icts.
Firstly, it forced the nation to upgrade its waapo
While most illustrations from the Imjin War (1592+
1598), or the @War of the Water Dragon,® show the
bow as the key native weapon, Koreans also wielded
Taekwondo is the best-known Korean martial artggme highly innovative weaponry for their time.
as well as being the most widely used Korean wordrnese included #%chette bombs, similar to modern
internationally. However, itis only the tip of the  hand grenades, rocket-propelled arrow launchers,
iceberg. The national martial arts scene enconspasgich are comparable to today's multiple launch
styles ranging from folk combat games to Buddhistgcket systems, and armored turtle shipsBthe frst i
temple martial arts, from resurrected 16th century pjstory,
battle"eld techniques to styles custom-designed Secondly, Korea's oldest martial arts manual, 2The;. tackwondo eghter kim
for modern commandos. It also begs the following pmuyedobotongji® dates back to this dark time. Tae-hun kicks Brazilian

. . ®ghter Guilherme Alves
question: whence Korean martial arts? Originating in a Chinese manual written by Ming  in the @nals of the menes

- . 58 kg at the 2014 World
Dynasty general Qi Jiguang and intended for both  Tackwondo Grand Prix

unarmed and armed troop training, the manuscript, ©¢"¢s: * Yonhap News
. . - . 2. 3Daekwaedo,® a
which details then-advanced military technologies, painting by Joseon artist

u Suk depicting assireum

Histories Bloody and Obscure

Like all pre-modern societies, early Korean tribes _ _ _
was brought to Korea by Joseon's Ming Chlnesesallléﬂatch + Seoul Natonal

adopted weapons for hunting and "ghting and . . hateh - e
. . . - st
systemized techniques so that their use could be 'S Proto-manuscript was expanded upon by royal Moo iffﬁems()dety

taught throughout each community. As history order in the 18th century, and included Japanese, . brecervation of

. . i i Muye 24-ki, a marital
moved forward, kingdoms rose and fell, and in Korean and Chinese martial arts. art based on the Joseon

these centuries of strife, warrior classes became The hard-won combat lessons of the 1590s were pynasty martial arts text

aThe Muyedobotongji,
responsible for further developing martial arts. eventually forgotten, for by late Joseon martial ar - neir siiis on display

. i ine. i during the Suwon
Unfortunately, we have few details about the were in decline. As society began to conform to a Hwaseong Cultural

speci'cs. A martial art known aisbalis referenced stricter, more hierarchal structure, the gentryabeg restival. " Yonhap News

to express disdain for physical culture in favor of
intellectual pursuits. One exception was archery,
or gundpa requirement in military exams, and two
unarmed "ghting systems that still existed: wrestli
or ssireunand foot-"ghting, ortaekkyeon

Ssireuns a stand-up grappling system. A thick belt
is worn around the waist and the aim is to throw or
maneuver the opponent to the grouridiekkyeon
by contrast, is a more graceful, dance-like martial
art based on kicks and sweeps. Although there was
no weapons training, it o$ered self-defense, pilysic
conditioning and sportive applications. Two pre-
modern visual representationsaskkyesurvive:
one is a watercolor from 1846 portrayiagkkyeon
"ghters andssireunwrestlers competing before
spectators; the other is a late 19th century phapbg
showing two children practicingekkyeouring
the Japanese colonial era (1910+18Rkyeon
almost died out.

Japan exported multiple martial arts to its colony,
namely kendogeomda Korean) and judoy{udd,
as well as the then-obscure Okinawan martial art
of karate gongsupg®hen the colonial period
ended in 1945, these "ghting techniques were
widely practiced in metropolitan areas, with judo
particularly favored by the policgsireurandgungdo
which had representative associations, also gained
following. The only other traces of native martial
arts were the one remainiteekkyeamaster, Song
Duk-ki, and the @Muyedobotongji® manuscript.

Taekwondo: Korea's First Cultural Export

In the 1950s, however, a new martial art appeared.
After the Korean War (1950+£1953), Korea was
divided, devastated and demoralized, but President
Park Chung-hee, who took power in 1961, would
rejuvenate his nation. Park is best remembered

for the @conomic miracle° but his remit also
included recovering national self-respect. Tolinsti
discipline and toughness, martial arts were pramote
heartily. It was during this time that taekwondo

"rst originated, evolving among nine scho@wah

of kick-punch martial arts that were active in the
1940s and 50s. After Park took power, martial arts
training became a requirement for those wishing to
join national associations. As gvearuni“ed their



taekwondo
meaning the @way of foot and "st,° was chosen
for the newly emerging martial art. The name
was o&cially adopted in 1955. It was taught in the
army, and in civilian martial art studios known as
dojangor 2halls of the way.°
Techniques were re"ned over time. Unlike
karate, which involved a non-contact regimenb
due to unfounded fears that blows could killD
Koreans donned body armor and sparred full-
contact. The top weapons among "ghters were
kicks. What is it that makes Korean martial arts
so leg-centric? Kicks had been the core technique
of taekkyeoiMoreover, Korea is a mountainous
peninsula, and Koreans customarily sit on the
#oorbtwo factors that could possibly contribute
to strong, supple legs. Or perhaps it rettects the ~ Today, taekwondo schools are in every Korean
view of some practitioners that kicks are a strong&€ighborhood, usually populated by local children.
"ghting technique than punches. Whatever the ~ The art continues to be taught to the military, and
reason, tackwondo's key di$erentiator from Japaﬁ@rious institutes and universities teach it tb bot

karate and China's kung fu is its emphasis on andocals and eager a“cionados visiting from overseas.

wide range of leg techniques. Taekwondo's kicks Research on the e$ects of the sport is rooted in
were developed further by adding leaps and Spi,@thletic science, rather than the quasi-philosdphica
that not only granted extra range and power, but concepts like internal energy,airand spirit, or
required greater skill to carry out. shenthat mystify Chinese martial arts. Globally,

A handful of Korean %migr% masters had beerthere are some 80 million practitioners in 206
teaching the art in the United States since the ~ nations. The WTF even manages a Taekwondo
1950s, but taekwondo's "rst real international ~ Peace Corps that dispatches instructors to devglopi
exposure cameBDappropriately for a martial artp nations.
in the martial context of war. Korean soldiers in
Vietnam practiced and taught the art and there it More Than Taekwondo:
caught the attention of American Gls who took ~ Korea's Martial Universe
it up and eventually taught tackwondo upon While taekwondo, generously backed by the

returning home. Meanwhile, the Seoul-based  government since thes1960s; islkeseasvsostyisible

World Taekwondo Federation (WTF) was busily martial art, it is by nonemas fiheonly
promoting taekwondo internationally as Korea's one.
national art. The "rst world championships were  After taeckwondo, tk Koreaan
held in Seoul in 1971. "ghting art with the nosst
The sport's popularity spread like wild"re. prominent international
Taekwondo debuted as a demonstration sport at teeposure is hapkido,
1988 Seoul Olympics and became a program spameaning 2the way of
in Sydney in 2000. Unfortunately, however, it wascoordinated energy.°
also racked by scandals and allegations of referetts founding master
bias. As a result, the WTF instituted reforms, was Choi Yong-sool,
which came to fruition in London. Its Olympic ~ who had studied
future in 2016 and 2020 has been assured. aikijutsya practice

1. Taekwondo is put on
display during a “ash
mob event to mark
Korea's Liberation

Day at New York City's
Times Square.
"Yonhap News

2. Members of

the international
taekwondo community
" Taekwondo
Promotion Foundation

3. A horseback archer
takes aim at a target
at the 7th World
Horseback Archery
Championship held in
Sokcho in 2011.

" Yonhap News

4. Practitioners of
seonmudo put on
a show at an event
to mark Buddha's
Birthday in front of
Jogyesa Temple.
"Yonhap News

that specialized in joint locks and pressure point ancient warrior band. Such claims, however, are
strikes, in Japan. He continued teaching the art dubious.
upon returning home in 1946, and Choi's Korean Tangsudo, or @he way of the Tang Dynasty
students mixed his material with judo throws andhand.? is a technigue that combines Japanese
their native kicks to create hapkido. The resudt is karate, Chinese kung fu and aspects of @The
martial art with one of the widest curricula in the Muyedobotongji® with the native high kicks. It is
world. While taekwondo is essentially a contact particularly popular in the United States.
sport, hapkido o$ers self-defense par excellence. Korea's way of the swortiaedong geornsdm

With its broad technical repertoire, hapkido hassword art created in the 1980s. O$ering graceful
spawned multiple o$shoots. One is special forcesblade forms and test-cutting of materials such as
martial arts, known daskong musut borrows bamboo stands, it is popular among entertainers.
from taekwondo, kung fu and boxing, and teache#lore recently, a competitive format using plastic
lethal techniques with bare hands, knives and  swords has gained some momentum.
shovels. A sophisticated sub-style of hapkido Other systems are more esoteric, such the Zen
ishoejeomusylwhich adds circular footwork martial art known aseonmugdahich is practiced
to every technique. Hapkido also provides the in certain Buddhist temples. Its long, graceful
technical foundation for some Korean martial artsmovements require extraordinary balance and
propagated in the United States, whose masters #exibility, and it o$ers meditative and breathing
claim lineages dating back to a secret master or regimens, analogous to Indian yoga and Chinese



gigong. Golgulsa Temple, near Gyeongju, ¢
live-in training Wonhway, by contrast, is a mari
art associated with the Uni#cation Chu
Deceptively simple, its basic movements are
on hand circle

Just as Korean arts have been exported tc
countries, international martial artsbfrom box
and kickboxing to Russii syster and Japane
jiujitsubhave been imported to Korea. Vari
syntheses are underway, partially propell
the explosive popularity of Mixed Martial A
(MMA). This level of public interest suggests
hybrid arts will likely appear at an accelerated

Back from the Brink:
The Taekkyeon Resurrectior

The above, however, are modern developm
What of traditional martial ar

The old wrestling syste ssireu, remain
activebalmost all Korean men have learned
of its moves at some pointbbut its league
sadly, lost popularity with TV broadcaste
recent years. Archery is still popular enout
warrant various practice ranges, and the sk
both shooting and bow making live on, hay
stayed popular among the social elite, st
politicians and business leaders. Moreover, K
Olympic archers have dominated the sport
the 1980

The most remarkable development in
Korean martial arts scene in recent histor
been the renaissancttaekkye. Song Duk-Ki
who brought the art into the modern world, <
it begin to return to prominence as a nati
cultural property in 1983, but died in 1987, a
94. Fortunately Song had passed his art ¢
handful of students, who drove it forward in
place. In the 199( taekkye: underwent a rebirtl
partly on the back of the fc minjo movemen
especially on campuses. Today, it is pra
nationwide, with regular competitions and festi
There are probably mc taekkyer practitioners |
21st century South Korea than there were it
Joseon era. In 20 taekkyeiwas registered ¢
practice of Intangible Cultural Heritage v
UNESCO.

Like other very old martial arts, suc
Brazil's capoeira and Indone pencak s,
taekkye: incorporates dance elements.
art's footwork is similar to Korean traditic
dance steps and these stepping movem
often carried out to musicbteach rhyth
crucial for any #ghte Taekkye(s combinatini
of kicks and sweeps are e"ective, al
relaxed, non-ballistic delivery makes it r
suitable for older practitioners than taekwy or
hapkido. Many taekwondo practitioners t
been examinir taekkyeras a way to betl

1. Taekkyeon
practitioners practicing
their kicks

2. Ataekkyeon team
from Chungju performs
in front Seoul's
Sungnyemun Gate.

" Yonhap News

understand the original art, incorporating elementsan all-American boy to bring Korean footwork its
into their own practiceTaekkyeqgpractitioners, by  greatest fame on screen.

contrast, have begun adding taekwondo's #amboyanthe most memorable duel in martial cinema
kicks into their routines. takes place in Rome's Coloseum at the climax of
1972's @Way of the Dragon.® Superstar Bruce Lee
chose a real-life champion to "ght him in that
scene, someone who had "rst leartethsudas

spread worldwide is popular culture. Unlike Japan,a member of the air force at Osan in Korea before

with its samurai cinema, or Hong Kong, with its returning home and dominating the U.S. karate

kung fu theater, Korean martial arts cannot boast tournament circuit. His name? Chuck Norris.

their own exclusive "Im genre. In spite of thissgh  Though Lee killed him on screen, in real life

have still left their mark on world cinema. Norris would become, after Lee's death, one of the
Taekwondo and hapkido masters active in Hong:entral "gures in martial arts "Im lore. His name

Kong played roles in the kung fu epics of the 1970%s become a byword for toughness, and Norris

and 80s. Taekwondo master Lee Hwang-jang ~ NOW heads a U.S.-based charitable organization

and hapkido master Hwang In-shik were asuper focusing on martial arts.

kickers® who appeared in a string of martial arts ~ Martial arts have also jump-started a series of

epics, facing 0$ against the likes of Jackie Ghan. live shows that center around playful yet artful

the process, Korean kicks were added to kung fu'§ovements. In 1997, Nanta,® a zany, Stomp®-

hand techniques. Most Hong Kong action movie like non-verbal performance, took Korea and,

choreography now features this fusion, although subsequently the world, by storm. #Nanta®

the layperson just calls it %kung fu It would éak features physical comedy and rhythms from the

Martials Arts and Entertainment

Where to See Martial Arts Live

he sleepy city of Chungju is home
to a specially built training facility

a year. Fortunately, there are several enthusiasts have studied Medieval
Korean historical sites B Mt. Namsan 's and Renaissance combat manuals to

dedicated to  taekkyeon , as well as being fortress walls and the medieval palaces UHVXUUHFW ORVW PDUWLDO DUWYV

the site of the world’s largest display of
martial arts: the Chungju World Matrtial

Arts Festival.

Taking place each autumn, the festival holidays.
invites teams of martial artists from

LQ 6HRXO DV ZHOO DV WKH -azZdyasehRl@is provide rich sources for
JRUWUHVYV Lipthateati® regular the action-packed historical dramas that

martial arts demonstrations on public SRSXODWH .RUHDQ 20P DQG WHOH
6HHQ OLYH DQG XS FORVH WKH
These displays of historical martial a cracking display.

DURXQG WKH ZRUOG QRW W Rafd $tam fldrdthek RWKHU
but to showcase their abilities. The sort aforementioned 18th

of skills put on display range from Zulu century book “The

VWLFN 2JKWLQJ DQG 6HQHJD ®ltyeddbadndfiV W O L Q J

to Estonian broadsword combat and
Bruneian kris play. Of course, the
full gamut of Korean styles is also

While no masters of the
material in that manual
have survived into the

demonstrated. Entry is free. Information modern age, modern-

is provided on the Korea Tourism
Organization website.
Although Chungju is probably the

era martial artists have
carried out in-depth
studies of the work and

best place on earth to see a wide range recreated its techniques.

of martial arts performed at the same

In a parallel development,

event, the festival only takes place once European historical

11



Taekwondo entertainment troupe K-Tigers turn martial arts into quite the show. " K-Tigers

samullarin the martial arts borrow from the religious and social
show's footsteps came 8Jumpl with a storyline  systems that have in#uenced the nation's social
that was as light-hearted as it was simple: inept  fabric: from Taoism comes the compulsion to
burglars enter the house of a dysfunctional family operate within natural principles; from Buddhism
of quarrelling martial artists. The show blended comes self-control; from Confucianism comes
taekwondotaekkyeoRung fu and acrobatics with manners and respect. When facing an opponent
physical comedy. It was a hit in Seoul theaters andin sparring or in competition, that most criticél o
international festivals, and garnered rave reviews human characteristicsbcouragebis demanded
in international media. Other similar shows have and, over time, re"ned.

followed. Given all this, it is unsurprising that tackwondo
is featured in educational curricula in Korea, the
The Future U.S. and other nations.

Traditionally, martial training was not about

unprecedented volume of practitioners, with art, it was about functionality. While today's
numbers that dwarf those from the era of duels andPractitioner is unlikely to do battle with a wild
battles, warriors and bandits. Have they reacleéd thenimal or a marauding samurai, he or she is
zenith, or will their popularity increase even fer?  Vulnerable to other threats: the physical lethargy,
To answer this, it is worth examining the bene"ts Mental stresses and spiritual ennui that a*ict
they o$er beyond the obvious ones of sporting glorfumans in industrial and post-industrial societies
and a general pro“ciency at self-defense. worldwide. Martial art training o$ers a solution to
Martial arts such as taekwondo provide an almdBts insidious troika.
perfect type of exercise. Rather than focusing on  Er90, for Korean martial artsbarts that rose from
singular attributes, they demand the full range: near-extinction to minor subculture before soaring
agility, #exibility, stamina and strength. The to global popularity in a few short decadesbthe
bene"ts also extend beyond the physical. Korean best may be yet to come.

No Mere Bloodsport

Kyulyun Taekyun Association President
Do Ki-hyun says Korean martial arts are
about fun, not violence

Interview Bpbert Koehler
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mysterious , but Korean matrtial arts are fun.”
6R H[SODLQV 'R .L K\XQ D JUDQG PDW
of the Kyulyun Taekyun Association, which has worke dto
recreate and promote  gyeollyeon taekkyeon , a martial art
practiced between villages during the Joseon era. A Ithough he
VWDUWHG SUDFWLFLQJ E\ FKDQFHVSRRUWQRZ
authorities, promoting it both locally and overseas

Recreating the Atmosphere

-DSDQHVH RFFXSDWLRQ ZDV QRW HWW KAKH P
VD\V 'R ZDV UHFUHDWLQJ WKH RULHEDQX\OHDRN
colonial era, many Koreans teach martial arts from a Japanese
SHUVSHFWLYH @ KH VD\V +H SRLQWYVYWRI WKUH
other martial arts that mirror the deadliness of Ok inawan karate.
“Korean martial arts are natural. There’s pungnyu " he says,
referring to the elegance of Korea’s traditional mu sic and dance.
In fact, taekkyeon matches are accompanied by rural percussion,

and the movements follow a three-beat pattern, much like
Korean folk songs such as “Arirang.”
Part of recreating the traditional atmosphere of th e sport

involved breaking students ' killer instincts. “When two villages

held a match, the object wasn't to kill the other s ide, but to have

D VRUW RI IHVWLYDO 2 'R VD\VW)RRN LIRWWRD@RH
to win was to knock his opponent down or kick him o nce in the
IDFH ©O<RX FRXOG NHHS 2JKWLQJ BXWH{8aW/IL
'R ©,Q WKH 8)& \RX FDQ 2JKW RQ WK HIHWRIX\Q
once you hit the ground. Matches between villages w ere friendly.

, ] RQH RI WKH 2JKWHUV JRW KXUWO HRW FERMXOLH
the villages.”

A Common Man's Sport
taekkyeon merely a personal hobby had it

QRW EHHQ IRU WKH WKUHH \HDUV KHH W8 K@ MQ
WKH 8 6 $PHULFDQV ZHUH HQWK U DROROYHH® A QW
of taekkyeon , quite different from other martial arts. “ Taekkyeon
FDQ EH VHHQ DV D IRUP RI GDQFH A KJH WHBRWD V!
WKH VSRUW JRW RYHUVHDV 'R GHFLKIHIGNWR P

One thing that makes  taekkyeon |IDVFLQDWLQJ VD\V '
was practiced mostly by the common folk. “Japanese martial arts
were tied to the samurai, while Chinese matrtial art s were tied to
VFKRROV OLNH WKH 6KD R QdeikyPor Qad/pléatticed E X

\\\ A\

by commoners.” Martial arts academies were outlawed in Joseon,
driving the combat arts of the Goryeo era to the co mmon folk,
who made them spectator sports.”

To promote the sport, the Kyulyun Taekyun Associati on hosts

D QDWLRQDO WRXUQDPHQW WKH 708INM\HRQ
GRQJ GLVWULFW ZLWK SUHOLPLQDPDOWHVLQQRF
ODWFKHVY DUH KHOG HYHU\ 6DWXUGDWNBD
com for more details.
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