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In Uriryong-gun, North Gyeongsang Province, a Buddhist monk lived at Daedong Temple. (…) 

One day, this monk sat in front of the temple and rapped his cane, made from a dak shoot, on a 

rock. The next day, he saw that the bark from his cane had created a thin film on the rock that he 

was able to peel away. He began to experiment with dak that grew nearby and eventually made 

paper from it. (Lee 13)

This is one of the myths telling the story of how Korea became a papermaking nation using the bark of 

dak, or paper mulberry tree. When you think of Korea, you might think of vibrant cities that never sleep, 

where K-pop is blasting out on shopping streets filled with people in a hurry. Yet, at one time in history, 

when people thought of Korea they thought of paper of the finest quality. Today, for many reasons, 

handmade Korean paper is more of an endangered species. It could be argued that this is the case for all 

paper in today’s world, as increased digitalization requires less handwriting and physical books. For 

instance, you are reading this article online, whilst some years back, it would be printed on paper and 

distributed in a magazine. Still, we seem to desire objects that we can touch, that are beautiful to look at, 

and that tell a story. Consequently, Korean paper, or hanji if you like, is perceived with renewed interest, 

both nationally and internationally. 
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A material that lasts

The art of making paper was invented in China, and spread through Korea to Japan. As a result, the 

nations’ papermaking traditions share similarities, but also differ from each other. In Korea, the art of 

making paper has existed since somewhere between year 200 and year 600. It was first used to write 

down religious scriptures. For instance, the world’s oldest extant woodblock print is the Pure Light 

Dharani Sutra from year 751. When it was discovered in 1966, the hanji scroll was well preserved and 

did not look like it was over a millennium old. The silk wrapped around it, however, was almost gone. 

This gave rise to the saying that while silk lasts for five hundred years, hanji lasts for a thousand years 

(Lee 14). To understand the secret of hanji’s durability, one has to take a closer look at the way it is 

created.

Following the seasons in one hundred steps

The process of making hanji is very elaborate and time-consuming. In fact, another name for hanji is 

baekji, “one hundred paper”, because of the hundred steps required to make a single sheet of paper 

(Kent 81). In reality, there are about six, some say ten, steps from tree to paper. Still, the process is 

arduous, and requires collaboration not only between people, but also with nature. The first step is to 



search for the perfect paper mulberry tree between November and February. This native tree thrives in 

the harsh Korean climate where winters can be freezing and summers unbearably hot. Its’ long, flexible 

and strong fibres are robust enough for the rest of the papermaking process. 

The best quality hanji is made of the inner layer of white bark of one-year old trees. To remove the outer 

black bark, the branches are steamed and put into cold water for a while, so that it is easier to separate 

the black bark from the white. The white bark is then boiled together with lye. Traditionally one uses 

ashes from burnt stalks and straws to boil together with the white bark, and the best quality hanji is still 

made in this way. The mixture then needs to be rinsed of the lye, first in running water, and any resulting 

impurities is removed by hand. After beating the clean fibre mass into a pulp, the pulp is mixed with 

water again and a natural adhesive, such as dakpul, the root of the sunset hibiscus. This glues the pulp 

together a bit. Afterwards the pulp is placed on a bamboo screen and shaken back and forth, filtering the 

fibres into a knitted pattern. The sheets are then flattened and dried in the sun, leaving a paper with both 

a fine and solid quality. 

From religious texts to fashion



Since the original use of writing down Buddhist scriptures, the use of hanji quickly expanded because of 

the material’s flexibility. The list of usage today includes, but is not limited to, doors, walls, floors, 

windows, furniture, storage, umbrellas, lanterns, hats, fans, shoes, kites, baskets, bowls, speakers and 

clothes. It can be hard to believe that all these products are made of paper. Hanji can be as thin and 

transparent as a window cover during wintertime, or a lampshade lighting up the evening. It can be 

lacquered and used as an umbrella to protect both from the scorching summer sun and from the 

monsoon rain. It offers both the peaceful cleanliness of a white blank sheet, ready to be filled with 

writing, and the bold inspiration of vibrant colours to create objects for your home. 

A future for paper?

As I am writing this in March, next seasons’ paper mulberry trees have just started to grow, and will do 

so, until they are cut down and transformed into paper. The art of making hanji is recognized as a 

National Intangible Cultural Heritage, reminding us that this tradition has some qualities we should 

bring with us into the future. There is no hanji without green spaces for paper mulberry trees to grow, 

clean water, hard work in collaboration, and patience. In the years to come, maybe our associations 

when we think of paper will change from physical books into something we have not imagined yet. As 

hanji demonstrates, paper is more versatile than we might at first think. 
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