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Alex Norman and Spiritual Tourism
´ In 2011, Australian scholar Alex Norman
published Spiritual Tourism, based on his
2010 Ph.D. dissertation at the University of
Sydney. He brilliantly identified and
defined a comparatively understudied
field and, while distinguishing between
spiritual tourism, religious pilgrimage, and
religious tourism, asked the key question
why many seek by traveling spiritual
experiences they could easily have closer
to home

Julia Roberts,
Spiritual Tourist
´ While Norman was busy
completing his thesis,
American director Ryan
Murphy portrayed a
typical adventure in
spiritual tourism as a “tool
of meaning and identity,”
as Norman would have it,
in Eat, Pray, Love (2010),
starring Julia Roberts as
Elizabeth Gilbert, the reallife author of the
travelogue that gave to
the movie its title

Studying Religious Tourism in Lugano
´ The UNESCO Chair in ICT to develop
and promote sustainable tourism in
World Heritage Sites at Università
della Svizzera Italiana, Lugano,
Switzerland, directed by Lorenzo
Cantoni, has developed a pioneer
program to study tourism at religious
heritage sites and the use of the
Internet to promote and assist this
tourism. In 2015, I gave one of the
introductory speeches at one of
their workshops

New Religions and
Spiritual Tourism
´ Research on religious tourism
largely focuses on traditional
religions, but new religions also
create new global spiritual
centers. Every year, for
example, some five million
visitors tour the headquarters
of the Mormon Church in Salt
Lake City, Utah. While the
revenue of this tourism for the
State of Utah exceeds $1
billion, visitors also receive
religious explanations on the
Mormon faith from missionaries

New “Centers of the World” in Japan

´ Japanese new religions compete between each other in building lavish headquarters, often
including gardens and historical museums. Some have esoteric teachings arguing that the
central temple stands on the mystical center of the world, or where humanity was originally
created [as is the case for Suza’s Main World Shrine of Sukyo Mahikari in Takayama, above]

A Rule with Few Exceptions
´ Indeed, very few new religions do not
create new global spiritual centers. The
old world headquarters of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses in Brooklyn had mostly an
administrative function (although
members did come for tours), with a tiny
museum on the ground floor of one of
the buildings. However, the new
headquarters inaugurated in 2017 in
Warwick, New York, include a state-ofthe-art historical museum and offer
professionally organized tours

Aesthetic Experiences
´ New religions, just as the old ones,
invest in their global spiritual
centers as status symbols and also
believe that some “spiritual
tourists” may eventually become
interested in converting, even if
they didn’t plan to (after all,
guides to Mormon headquarters
are called “missionaries”)

I would however, argue (and Julia Roberts had it right in Eat, Pray, Love) that
the success of these projects largely depends on their capacity to offer a total
experience of beauty, sensorial and spiritual at the same time

Gesamtkunstwerk
´ In 1827, German philosopher Karl
Friedrich Eusebius Trahndorff (1782-1863)
coined the word Gesamtkunstwerk (total
work of art), which was later popularized
by Richard Wagner (1813-1883, right), to
indicate works of art offering a total
aesthetic experience involving multiple
senses through music, visual arts, poetry,
and “rituals.” Readers of Wagner’s Art
and Revolution (1849) would easily
recognize the spiritual substratum of the
Gesamtkunstwerk ideal

The Rise and Fall of Gesamtkunstwerk
´ Wagner’s textbook was published only one
year after the Manifesto of the Communist
Party. By using inter alia Marxist critical theory,
by 1924 influential Hungarian Bauhaus art critic
László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) proclaimed
that Gesamtkunstwerk was a thing of the past,
since “specialization had destroyed belief in
the possibility of embracing the totality of all
fields, the wholeness of life.” Moholy-Nagy
looked at wholeness with a nostalgic gaze,
and proposed a more modest “Gesamtwerk,”
integrating the aesthetic experience into a
new collectivist pedagogy

Gesamtkunstwerk
and Religion
´ Prophecies about the demise of
Gesamtkunstwerk, just as Marxist
prophecies about the demise of religion,
did not come true. The Wagnerian ideal
may have been abandoned by postmodern artists, but is alive and well at
religious global sites
´ Swiss art historian Steffen Zierholz has noted
that, well before Wagner, the experience
of Gesamtkunstwerk was easily available in
sites such as the Sacred Mount of Varallo
Sesia, in Italy, and even the whole city of
Rome (again, Julia Roberts discovered this
truth about Rome in the 2010 movie).
Obviously, these sites are still very much
visited today

Gesamtkunstwerke and New Religions
´ New religions do create their
own Gesamtkunstwerke. And
not necessarily for tourism or
proselytization purposes. The
extraordinary underground
temple built since 1978 by
the Italian new religious
movement Damanhur was
kept secret until 1992, when
its existence was revealed by
an hostile ex-member.
Today, it welcomes selected
visitors

Korean New Religions
´ Korean new religions emerged since the second half of the 19th century,
usually including:
1. a leader recognized as a new divine incarnation, prophet, or messiah
2. a theory of the messianic role of Korea
3. a proposal for social reform
4. new rituals, some of them esoteric
5. the idea that a great transformation (Kaebyŏk) will soon create a paradise
on Earth

Korean New Religious Gesamtkunstwerke

The Museum, Won Buddhism Headquarters, Iksan

´ Unless this was prevented by
persecution, as was the case for
Donghak, most Korean new religions
built beautiful headquarters following
the Gesamtkunstwerk model. They
celebrated their leaders and the
central salvific role of both Korea and
their own religions, founded
museums, created locations for their
esoteric rituals, provided social
welfare services, and offered a
glimpse of the future paradise on
Earth

Royal
Headquarters
´ Between World War I and II
one of the movements
recognizing Kang
Jeungsan (1871-1909) as
the incarnated Supreme
God (Sangje),
Bocheonism, became the
largest Korean religion. Its
majestic temple rivaled
Seoul’s Royal Palace

Political Suspicions
´ Bocheonism’s headquarters were
destroyed by Japanese
occupation authorities. In
general, Japanese were wary of
new religions adopting royal or
imperial symbols. This was the
case of the Japanese new
religions Ōmoto, whose
headquarters were raided and
destroyed in 1935 (right). The
Japanese Empire had its own
sacralized Gesamtkunstwerke
and did not tolerate competition

Jo Jeongsan and Mugeukdo
´ Jo Jeongsan (1895-1958), was not a
direct disciple of Kang Jeungsan but
claimed to have received a revelation
from him and was recognized as his
successor by a significant number of
disciples, including Kang’s own relatives.
He established Mugeukdo in 1925, with
headquarters in Jeongup

A rare picture of Mugeukdo headquarters

From Mugeukdo
to Tageukdo
´ Because of the Japanese
campaign against new
religions, Jo was forced to
dissolve Mugeukdo in 1941.
After the war, he
reconstituted the movement
at Bosudong in Busan and in
1950 gave it the name
Tageukdo

Tageukdo Village

´ In 1955, because of new zoning
regulations, Jo moved the Busan
headquarters from Bosudong to
what became known as the
Tageukdo Village in Gamcheon.
Interestingly, the Village remains
today a tourist attraction

Park Wudang
´ After defining the rituals and rules of
Taegeukdo, Jo designated Park HanGyeong, later known as Park Wudang
(1917-1995, or 1918-1996 according to
the solar calendar), as his successor, and
passed away on March 6, 1958

Daesoon Jinrihoe

´ Jo’s followers remained united for ten years after his death (1958-1968). In 1968, controversies
erupted. Some followed one of Jo’s sons, who kept the name Tageukdo and the headquarters in
the Tageukdo Village, while a number of followers sided with Park, who reorganized the movement
under the name of Daesoon Jinrihoe in 1969 building the new Junggok headquarters in Seoul

Yeoju Headquarters

´ Thanks to Park’s effort, Daesoon Jinrihoe experienced a rapid expansion and became the
largest new religion of Korea. In 1986, a large-scale temple complex was inaugurated in
Yeoju, where headquarters were moved in 1993 from Junggok

Daesoon Jinrihoe and
Haewon Sangsaeng
´ Daesoon Jinrihoe’s central principle is
“the resolution of grievances for mutual
beneficence” (Haewon sangsaeng,
解冤相生). Korea experiences both social
unrest, with problems for coping with
rapid transformation, and tensions with
North Korea. Haewon sangsaeng
promises to heal old enmities, promote
peace, and open the road to a
millenarian Later World

Headquarters as
Gesamtkunstwerk
´ For Daesoon Jinrihoe, beauty
will be a key feature of the
future earthly paradise, but is
also a tool to live Haewon
sangsaeng today. The Yeoju
Headquarters Temple
Complex (YHTC) is where
Heaven and Earth meet and is
an anticipation of the earthly
paradise. The YHTC as
Gesamtkunstwerk helps
members to practice Haewon
sangsaeng

Dancheong
´ The connecting link of the whole
Gesamtkunstwerk at YHTC is
Dancheong, the traditional Korean art of
harmonizing the twelve colors and to
decorate important buildings, conveying
an image of dignity and authority.
Dancheong also serves the practical
purpose of protecting surfaces against
weathering, but it is much more than
that. Harmonizing colors creates the
image of an ideal world, where
everything is in harmony

A Collective Enterprise

´ The Gesamtkunstwerk created by Daesoon
Jinrihoe is the result of a collective effort
wherein many devotees, most of them
amateur artists rather than professionals,
cooperated with one another. Paintings
and sculptures are not signed. The
collective exercise of Haewon sangsaeng
through the creation of beauty is regarded
as much more significant than the
promotion of any one given devotee as an
“artist”

A Distinctive Style

´ Although firmly rooted in Korean tradition, JHTC works display a certain distinctive
otherworldly character and intricated symbolism, whose aim is to remind those who look
at the buildings, the sculptures, and the paintings that they convey a specific worldview
and announce the future earthly paradise

The Sungdo Gate
´ Visitors to YHTC enter through
the Sungdo Gate, whose
name means “Worshipping
the Truth,” into the most holy
area of the Complex,
called Jeongnae. The Sungdo
Gate conveys an impression
of majesty, and is reminiscent
of the gates in the royal
palaces of the kings of Korea

Mysterious Guardians
´ On the wall of Sungdo gate, as is
commons in many Eastern Asian shrines,
there are mural paintings including the
pictures of the four guardian deities in
charge of the four directions

The Bonjeon
´ Upon entering,
disciples and visitors
face the Bonjeon, the
most sacred building.
It is a four-storied
building that
outwardly appears to
be only three stories
high, where the main
deities are enshrined

The Cheonggye
Pagoda
´ Outside the Bonjeon, visitors encounter
the Cheonggye Pagoda, which
represents the cosmological view of
Daesoon Jinrihoe and whose sculptures
are at the same time one of the
movement’s main artistic achievements

The Most Important Paintings
´ Wandering around YHTC, one would
notice several cycles of paintings and
single pictorial works, of which two are
particularly important, the Simudo
(“Ox-Seeking”) paintings and the
mural painting of Haewon sangsaeng.
Great care was exerted in preparing
these paintings, which are reproduced
in other temples and are aimed at
conveying the essential of Daesoon
Jinrihoe’s spiritual journey
Well-known British sociologist Eileen Barker
photographing the Simudo paintings at YHTC

1. The Simudo Journey Starts

´ The first Simudo picture is called Simsim-yuoh (deep contemplation leading to
awakening). The boy, under a pine, contemplates the greatest questions of human
existence

2. The Hoof Prints of the White Ox
´ The second picture is
Bongdeuk-singyo (to find
and follow Heavenly
Teachings). The boy finds
the hoof prints left by the
white ox. These prints
symbolize the guidance
of divine beings, who
introduce the seeker to
the truth. But the truth
has not yet been
grasped

3. Enter the Ox

´ In the third picture, Myeoni-suji (to keep training and overcome hardships), the boy finally
starts seeing the ox, which soon disappears behind a rocky peak, while the young seeker
should follow a bumpy road under a storm and lightning. This is the stage of the problems and
difficulties each seeker of the truth should overcome

4. Finding the Ox – and the Truth

´ But the boy does not give up. In the fourth picture, Seongji-useong (to keep devoting
oneself to the Dao of Daesoon Truth), his efforts are rewarded and we see him finding
and petting the white ox under a clear sky. The seeker has found the truth, and the truth
would carry him into a higher life

5. Perfect Unification with the Dao

In the fifth painting, Dotong-jingyeong (perfected unification with the Dao of Daesoon Truth),
the boy rides the white ox, which means perfected unification with the Dao, and quietly
plays a flute while the season has changed to autumn, which means “coming to fruition for
the consistent exertion”

6. Becoming Immortal

´ The sixth painting is called Doji-tongmyeong (the Later World of Earthly Paradise). The boy is
perfectly unified with the Dao and becomes an earthly immortal. The world is transformed
into a land of beauty, where heavenly maids play music, elixir plants are in full bloom, and
cranes leisurely enjoy peace in a nearby meadow. This is the earthly paradise, where
Daesoon Truth is fully realized

Depicting Haewon sangsaeng
´ Not less important at YHTC is
the Haewon sangsaeng
painting. It depicts a woman
carrying her baby on her
back and walking down a
country road, with a snack
basket set on her head. The
mother’s look towards her
child is one of unconditional
love, and the child can find
no other place safer or more
comfortable than her
mother’s back, despite the
weight she is carrying

Sacred Lives, Sacred Paintings

´ The YHTC also includes the so called Sacred Paintings, which illustrate the lives of Kang
Jeungsan and Jo Jeongsan. The hall where they are displayed is normally accessible to
members of the religion only. Compared to the highly symbolic Simudo paintings, their style is
somewhat simpler and they serve primarily a didactic purpose

Encountering the Phoenix

´ At YHTC, visitors would easily notice the
presence of the phoenix, a well-known
sacred bird in East Asian mythology and
legends. The East Asian phoenix is usually
depicted in a seated posture with its
wings folded, but in Daesoon Jinrihoe’s
iconography the bird often has a short
tail and dynamically flies on its wings,
indicating the imminence of the earthly
paradise

The Holy Symbol of Dao
´ YHTC visitors would also notice that the version
of the holy symbol of Dao used by Daesoon
Jinrihoe is unique to the movement. The three
circles in black, gold, and red represent the
three realms of Heaven, Earth, and Humanity.
The Chinese character
[dà] is repeated four
times, positioned in the four directions of East,
West, North, and South. It also represents the
four stages of nature and the four cycles of
the Heavenly Dao, of the Earthly Dao, and of
Humanity’s Dao. The five colors symbolize the
Five Elements and the interaction of Yin and
Yang

The Daewon Bell
´ There is no Gesamtkunstwerk without
music. The huge “Daewon Bell”
symbolizes the humanity’s deep wish to
live in harmony and mutual beneficence.
This 29.7 U.S. tons (27 metric tons) bell, 91.7
inches in diameter and 13 feet high, is
tolled four times on normal days and
eight times on special days (i.e. once
every five days)

The Jonggak
Pavilion
´ The Daewon Bell is placed
inside a Jonggak Pavilion, i.e. a
pavilion built in the shape of the
Chinese character
[jǐng],
which represents the four
seasons and the flow of all
directions. On top of the roof,
the nine round layers are built
to symbolize the Ninth Heaven

Conclusion
´ The YHTC serves as the pulsating heart of
the Daesoon Jinrihoe religion. At the
same time, it is a Gesamtkunstwerk
offering a unique aesthetic and spiritual
experience that reinforces the faith of
the believers and may attract visitors to
the religion.
´ Members of Daesoon Jinrihoe would
argue that this is not a coincidence, as
the location of YHTC is not casual and
holy buildings have been built in a
location identified as sacred by Feng
Shui and the esoteric interpretation of
ancient Korean scriptures
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