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The Founding Philosophy of Korea  

 

 

 

In the distant past , it is related that Hwanin (Lord of 

Heaven) had a son by the name of Hwanung. Hwanung was 

intrigued by the world below and wished  to know more of  the 

human  race . Aware of his son s wish, Hwanin looked out 

upon the earth. His gaze fell upon Samwi Taebaek , and 

perceiving  it to be a place where the philosophy of Hongik 

Ingan (living for the benefit of all mankind)  might flourish,  

Hwani n gave his son the Cheon Bu In 1 and sent him down  

from Heaven to rule in the world below.   

  With a retinue of three thousand, Hwanung lighted upon 

the summit of Mount Taebaek . Catching sight of a divine 

birch tree  that stood nearby,  he named his new dwel ling place 

The City of God .  From this point on, he was known as the 

Heavenly Emperor Hwanung. Together with his three 

                                            
1
 Although we cannot be certain what is meant by Cheon Bu In , the three 

items it refers to could well have been a sword, a mirror, and jade. The 

sword is an instrument used to punish criminals, a round mirror is an 

instrument that reflects the round sky, and a bell made out of jade is an 

instrument that conveys the voice of Heave n. These three items are the most 

common relics that survive from the Gojoseon period.    
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Ministers Wind, Rain, and Cloud he lived in the mortal 

realm and enlightened the souls of the people, keeping watch 

over the three - hundr ed- and- sixty care s of mankind , 

including items such as grain, span of life, disease, 

punishment, and good and evil.  

  During  this time, a bear and a tiger dwelled together in a 

certain cave. Their deepest wish  was that Hwanung would 

turn them into human be ings . Hwanung heard their prayer, 

and set before them a bundle of divine mugwort and twenty 

bulbs of garlic , saying, If you eat only this food  and see no 

sunlight for one hundred days, you will take on a human 

form . The bear and the tiger agreed, and ate only what 

Hwanung had given them. After some time, the tiger was 

unable  to  endure the hardship any longer, and gave up 

before fulfilling his vow. T he bear , on the other hand,  after 

enduring for twenty - one da ys, was transformed into a woman . 

Because Wungny eo (bear - woman) had no one to wed, she 

prayed devotedly under the divine birch tree for a child. 

Answering her prayer, Hwanung assumed human form  and 

took her for his wife . She bore a son, and he was named 

Dangun Wanggeom. In the year of the tiger  (2333 BC), Dangun 

Wanggeom established the country s capital in Pyongyang 

and named the country Joseon  (Land of Morning Calm) .  
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The above story is taken from the famous work  Samguk Yusa  

(Memorabilia of Three Kingdoms) compiled by Iryon  (1206- 1289). Iryon , a 

Buddh ist monk , was appointed as State Counselor to advise  the king s 

court on issues of national importance. Samguk Yusa  contains not only 

official historical records but also various myths and folktales, and is 

regarded as one of the most important historical sources on ancient 

Korea.  

The founding story of Gojose on, the original kingdom of Korea, 

appears in the opening pages of Samguk Yusa . While brief , it contains  a 

number of  profound  symbols and ideas that are intrinsic to Korea s 

cultur al and  spiritual  found ation .  

The story suggests that Korean civilization  came about due to the 

grace of Heaven. From ancient times, Korean people have revered the 

Heavens as a source of life and prosperity. In modern times as well, o n 

every 3rd of October, Koreans celebrate th e festival of Gaecheonjeol 

(literally  the day when Heaven opens its heart ) as a national holiday , 

and perform ceremonies to express their gratitude.  

Hwanung (Lord of Heaven), his son Hwanin , and his grandson 

Dangun represent Cheon (Heaven), Ji (Earth), and In (Human). They are 

not separate but linked as one, symboliz ing  the harmony of the universe. 

This concept is found in almost all aspects of traditional Korean culture, 

including language, music, art, architecture, scientific inventions and 

even cu isin e. One example is the vowels of the Korean alphabet ( , , 

, , , , , , , ), created  by King Sejong in 1443 . They  are a 
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combination of symbols represent ing  Cheon  (¶ representing the round 

heaven ), Ji (horizontal li ne representing the flat earth ), and In (vertical 

line representing a human being ).  

Fin ally , the original purpose for the founding of Gojoseon was to 

allow the practice of Hongik Ingan  (liv ing  for the benefit of humankind ) to 

flourish. This founding philosophy has been passed from generation to 

generation and become the spiritual  foundation of the Korean people. 

Throughout its long history , Korea has never invaded other countries, 

and its dynasties have enjoyed rare longevity . The Goryeo  and Joseon 

dynasties each lasted 500 years , Goguryeo  and Baekje 700 years , and the 

Silla dynasty lasted fo r 1,000 years .2 It  is thanks to this longevity that 

Korea possesses a truly exquisite  cultural heritage , and has made 

an extensive contribution  to the development of Eastern civilization.  

There is another lesson that we learn from the story of the bear and  

the tiger , and their endeavor to become  human . In order to overcom e 

difficulties and to achie ve the great aim of the Hongik Ingan , 

perseverance  is more important than brute  force . Garlic and mugwort 

                                            
2 In Chinese history, there were many short lived dynasties for example the 

Sui , which existed for only thirty eight years. Even the longest dynasty  

(adding together the duration of both the Northern Song and the Southern 

Song) existed for about three hundred years. In Japan, although there was an 

emperor, the position was that of ruler in name only, and the actual power  

was held  by nobles and samurai , so that it had n o period of dynasties with 

centralized power. In contrast, Korean dynasties such as Goguryeo, Baekjae, 

Silla, Goryeo, and Joseon, all lasted for over five hundred years.  
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taste bitter but are good for one s health. In the same way, life s 

hardships are painful to deal with , but they make us wiser and stronger. 

Perseverance  is a vital quality that enables us to endur e and transcend 

our difficulties. The Mongol invasions of Korea in the 13th century and 

the Japanese colonization  in the early 20th century , to name two 

examples, were times of great suffering for the Korean people. During 

such times,  this teaching of endurance served as a powerful source of 

strength and inspiration, making it possible to overcome such national 

crises and preserve Korea s cultural identity.    

The spiritual values conveyed in the story of Korea s founding can be 

summed up i n three words: reverence, compassion and perseverance. 

Living a life of revering the Heavens, practicing compassion toward all 

livin g beings , and overcoming obstacles, discouragements and 

impossibilities  with perseverance they can be seen as the basis  of  a 

spiritual education . The following pages will go further into the teachings 

of the founding father Dangun , and how these teachings  have been put 

into practice by Korean s throughout history . 
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Dangun Wanggeom s Eight Codes of Conduct 

 

 

 

Dangun  was a title held by the ruler s of Gojoseon. The Dangun Segi  

are  the annals of 47 Dangun , compiled by renowned scholar and  civil 

official Yi Am (1297- 1364). According to Dangun Segi , the first Dangun  

guided people to lead a virtuous  life by establishing the Eight Codes of 

Conduct.   

 

Dangun Wanggeom issued a royal edict as follows:  

 

1. There is  only  One Law 3  in Heaven , and there are no two 

separate entrances to Heaven : only a person  who possesses 

the One Mind 4, founded upon sincere devotio n, can behold 

the face of God.  

                                            
3
 The One Law  means principles based on the Truth that are wholly just 

and completel y free from  error.    
4
 The One Mind  is a spiritual concept; it refers to a pure mind without any 

doubts and discriminations that has become one with the teachings of 

Heaven.  Traditionally, Koreans have believed that  everyone is connected 

with this One M ind, and all conflicts and confusion arise from the 

forgetfulness  of this fact . 
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2. Just as there is One Law in Heaven, so is there One Law for the 

human mind. Examining your own mind, deepen your 

understan ding of  the minds of others. If your mind is in harmony 

with others, this is in keeping with the law of the Heavens. With 

this mind , you will bring peace to the whole world .  

 

3. Take thought for  your parents, who gave you life. Since your 

parents are descended from the Heavens, it is only by serving 

them well that you  can serve the Heavens . 

 

4. Animals have their mates, and even a worn out shoe has its 

fellow. Even so, men and women should live in harmony. Do not 

harbor resentment or jealousy, and refrain from se xual 

misconduct .  

 

5. No matter which one of your ten fingers is  bitten, the pain is 

the same. Therefore , love and do not find fault with one another.  

Help and do not hurt one an other.  This way your household and 

nation will prosper.  

 

6. Look at the horse s and cattle they share their food and do not 

quarrel . So should you yield to one an other, refrain from theft by 

stealth or by force , and work together to make your household 

and nation  prosper ous  
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7. The tiger s nature is wild and violent, and i t causes c alamities. 

Do not act with violence and impatience, for these bring harm to 

yourself and to others. Always abide by the laws of the Heavens, 

and harbor love for all beings . Protect  the one who is in danger, 

and do not disdain the weak.  Help the one who is in misery,  and 

do not despise the poor.  If you go against  this principle , you will 

never receive  the help of God and your body and household will 

come to ruin.   

 

8. If you fight with one another and set the fields ablaze, the grain 

will be burned up, and you will incur the wrath of both men and 

God. No matter where you go or what you do to hide yourself, 

good and evil each have their own scent and will reveal you. 

Guard your inner nature well and do not cherish evil thoughts. 

Do not conceal evil, and do no t harbor the intent to harm others. 

Only revere the Heavens and love the people, and your blessed 

fortune will be boundless.  

 

Let all the people honor and practice these words sincerely . 
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Gojoseon in Chinese  Thought s and Literature  

 

 

 

The founding philo sophy of Living for the benefit of all humankind  

and other noble teachings by successive Dangun purified the people s 

minds and filled their hearts with warmth and generosity.  We can gain 

valuable insight into  the culture and customs of Gojoseon by exami ning 

ancient Chinese records.   

In ancient Chinese literature, the people of neighboring countries are 

commonly portrayed as uncivilized  and barbari c, but Gojoseon was  an 

exception . In many of these historical works , Gojoseon was  often  referred 

to as a lan d of the virtuous ( ),  and it is said that Confucius, 

having become disillusioned with Chinese politics, desired to live and 

share his philosophy  in Gojoseon . He admired the enlightened sages of 

ancient Korea , such as the legendary Emperor Shun, and we find that 

their teachings regarding filial devotion, loyalty, self - discipline  and 

compassionate way of life  reflected in tenets of Confucianism.  

In 268 BC, Kong Bin , a descendant of  Confucius , compiled the 

Biographies of Dongy i ( )
5
. In the preface, re ferring to Gojoseon, 

he said: Although it is a powerful nation, its people are not arrogant. 

                                            
5
 Korea is located to the east of China, and so Korean people were called 

Dong Yi  (Great  People of the East) by the ancient  Chinese.  
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Although it has a strong army, it  does not invade other territories . Its 

customs are virtuous, and people  yield  to one another on the streets. The 

hungry are fed so that no one  will starve. In that country, men and 

women  keep separate living quarters. In view of this,  it is truly  a virtuous 

and civilized nation in the East.   

In Shenyijing  ( ), Dongfang Shuo ( ; BC 153- BC 93), a well 

known scholar of the Chinese Han Dynasty, spoke of the Korean people  

as follows: They  sit with decorum and do not try to harm others . They  

respect one another and hold back from criticism . When they see others 

who are in danger, they do not hesitate to sacrifice themselves to help 

them .   

One of the world s oldest geographical works, the  Classic of 

Mountains and Seas  ( ), states : In the East there is a righteous  

nation . The  people  are of seemly dress, m en wearing a sword at their 

waist. They enjoy putting others before themselves and do not quarrel .   

Book of the Later Han ( ) compiled by Fan Ye  and others in the 

5th century , mentions that Dongyi people are compassionate and take 

care of all living things. Since they are good - natured, their  country is 

ruled with morality. They are immortal  beings of virtue .   

A belief that the people of Gojoseon were immortal  seems to have 

been widespread in China. Qin Shi Huang , famous for uniting China 

under him in 221 BC  and buil ding  the Great Wall, feared death and 

desperately tried to obtain the fabled elixir of life , which he believed 

would allow him to live forever.  He is said to have been certain that the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fan_Ye_(historian)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elixir_of_life
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elixir could be found in the East,  and dispatched thousands of young 

men and women  in search of it . Many scholars think the East  refer s to 

Gojoseon, which is known to have produced famous medicinal herbs 

such as ginseng. Much to the emperor s dismay, all his attempts to find 

the elixir failed, and he died at the age of 50. Rather than any mysterious 

herb , t he secret of immortality that the Gojoseon people possessed is 

more likely to have been their love of peace and  respect for the divine.  
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Ancient Korea n Civilization  

 

 

 

The territory of Gojoseon was vast , covering not only the Korean 

peninsula  but also the greater part of Manchuria , which is  now held by 

China  and Russia . Later Korean dynasties such as Buyeo, Goryeo and 

Balhae were also established in this area.  Recent archaeological 

excavations  and scientific studies show that Gojoseon  was at the cutting -

edge of both arts and science.  

 

 

A Kingdom of Dolmens  

 

Gojoseon existed from the 24 th  to the 2 nd century BC, or in 

archaeological terms,  throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages. It also 

coincided with the so- called megalithic period , when dolmen (Kor. 

Goindol; single - chamber structures consisting  of vertical and horizontal 

stones) and menhirs  (freestanding boulders) were erected , often for the 

purpose of burial or religious ceremonies. In terms of scientific history, 

this is when  Korean astronom y began.  

The largest concentration of dolmens in the  world is found in 

Manchuria  and  the Korean peninsula . Of the 80,000 dolmens across the 

world, more than two - thirds are located in th is area.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_peninsula
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A Dolmen Structure 

 

The Mesopo tamian region, where the ancient kingdoms of Sumer , 

Assyria , and Babylonia  were located,  has traditionally been regarded as 

the birthplace of ancient astronomy and one of the four cradles of 

human civilization.  The Babylonian star catalogues dating from about 

1200 BC are commonly  regarded as the earliest examples of astronom y. 

Remarkably, r ecent research has confirmed  that images of 

constellations found  on dolmens near the Daedong River in  the northern 

Korean peninsula date from 3000 BC, preceding the Babylonian charts by 

some 1800 years. The dolmens with engravings  of astronomical charts 

number around 200, and are found mostly in Pyongyang.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sumer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Babylonia
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The most well - known of these constellation  patterns is found on the 

surface of a dolmen from Woesae Mountain in the South Py eongan 
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Province. The cover stone  of the dolmen tomb be ars 80 holes, with the 

center representing the North Pole , and the other holes making up 11 

different constellations. The size of the holes also varies according to the 

brightness  of the star, and when the observations were dated, taking the 

precession of equinoxes into account, it was determined that they 

represent  the night sky from 2800  BC (±220 years). 

Dolmen constellations  have also been discovered in the southern 

Korean peninsula. In 1978, Professor Lee Yung - jo discovered a small 

stone tablet (23.5cm wide, 32.5cm long) in a dolmen site submerged in the 

Daecheong Dam in North Chungch eong Province. The tablet bears 65 

small and large holes, between 2cm and 7cm in diameter. Through 

computer simulation, Professor Park Changbom of the Korea Institute for 

Advanced Study established that it was an astronomical chart  from 500  

BC, depicting constellations such as the Big Dipper , the  Little Dipper , the 

Dragon and Cassiopeia . There was also a correlation  between the size of 

the holes and the brightness of the star . 

There are no other monuments in the world that depict the 

constellations as early as several thousand years ago, let alone on such a 

vast scale  and with such accuracy, discriminating by level of brightness . 

Astronomers have remarked  that these dolmen sto nes deserve to be 

classified as one of the wonders of the world . However,  these findings are 

not yet wide ly publicized .  

We can assume that this mysterious astronomical legacy is related in 

some way to  the culture of the Gojoseon people  and their deep reve rence 
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for  the Heavens. The astronomical tradition was kept alive by their  

descendants , who created the worlds oldest all - sky star chart , mapp ing  

1,467 stars , in the 1 st century AD, as well as the worl ds oldest 

observatory (Cheomseongdae ) in the 7 th  centu ry AD, and in addition 

more than 20,000 systematic records of astronomical phenomena  over 

two millennia . 

 

 

Bronze Mirror  

 

It is often assumed that humanity s grasp of science during the 

Bronze Age was rudimentary , given its proximity to the Stone Age . 

However, there is an item from the Bronze Age that 21 st century science 

still struggles to recreate . The item is a small bronze mirror, made 2,400 

years ago in the Gojoseon period. Its name, Danyusemungyeong ,  

means a finely - decorated mirror with multiple handles . 

The intricacy  and minute scale  of the geometric  design and molding  

technology represent the culmination  of centuries of metal 

craftsmanship . The diameter of this bronze - mirror is 21.2cm, no greater 

than the span of a palm . On its surface we find ela borate engravings, 

consisting of more than 13, 000 separate lines. The distance between each 

line is just 0.3 mm . The thickness of the line and the tread is 

approximately 0.22mm, and the tread itself is about 0.07mm deep. No 

part of the mirror is left undeco rated.  
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A Bronze Mirror Created 2400 Years Ago 

 

Given this level of precision and detail, it would be a difficult task for 

a professional technician  to replicate the mirror on a drafting board, 

even with modern equipment. The mirror s delicate designs, however, 
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were originally achieved with the use of a casting technique (melting 

bronze and pouring it into a mold), which would make the task far harder 

to manage with precision.  

Similar fine - patterned mirrors can be found all throughout the 

Korean peninsul a, and in other areas influenced by  Gojoseon such as  

Manchuria and parts of Japan. The fact that they are not found in China  

indicates that these mirrors are part of Korea s unique bronze heritage . 

Approximately 100 examples have been excavated to date, wi th National 

Treasure No. 141 being the largest and the most exquisite. The mirror 

can be regarded as a true masterpiece of advanced molding  techniques  

and refined aesthetic s.  

To date, there have been numerous  efforts to reproduce National 

Treasure No. 141 . Attempts to make a w ax mold by engraving designs 

onto copperplate, lead , or mud, have met with little success, and copies 

made using this method have without exception been inferior to the 

original.  

Th is mastery of metal has endured through the ages . It  can be seen 

in the world s most delicate gilt - bronze artworks , also produced in Korea, 

such as the Banga Sayusang , the Great Incense Burner of Baekje , and the 

Sarira Reliquary of Gameun sa Temple. This tradition would continue in 

the 13 th  century  with the invention of the world s first moveable metal 

type , and in the 16 th  century with the world s first iron - clad war ship.  
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The Hongik Ingan  Lives On  

 

 

 

In 1997, Korea faced a deep economic  crisis. Excessive expansion by 

conglomerates, coupled with non - perform ing loans and aggressive 

trading by currency specula tors, had left Korea bankrupt in a similar 

fashion to the  recent  Greek debt crisis.  

The response, however, was unique. People lined up outside banks , 

not to withdraw money, but to donate gold, often in t he form of prized 

famil y heirlooms, in support of the  beleaguered economy. Housewives 

gave up their wedding rings, war veterans  donated medals and trophies, 

and many gave their golden luck  keys, a traditional present intended to 

bring good fortune , usual ly given  upon the opening of a new business or 

a 60th birthday.  

To witness people from all walks of life rallying together in a spirit of 

self - sacrifice was a truly heart - warming s pectacle . These grass - roots 

efforts alone raised more than a billion dollar s, and the government was 

ultimately able to repay the bailout loans years ahead of schedule.  Two 

decades on, Korea is a member of the G - 20 representing the  world s 20 

largest economies the 9 th  largest trading country, and the 6 th  largest 

exporting nation.   

Korean history contains many such examples of public self - sacrifice 
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and working together for a great er  cause. 90 years before  the gold 

donation campaign in 1997, there was a similar movement called 

Gukchae Bosang Undong . Prior to the  invasion and coloniz ation of the 

Korean peninsula, the Japanese government  lent a large sum of money to 

Korea , hoping to place the country under their effective control. When 

this became known  to the public, a campaign to repay  the  debt with the 

private funds of ordinary citi zens was launched in Daegu, and soon 

spread to the entire country . In order to provide these funds, women 

donated hairpins and jewelry,  and many husbands gave up smoking . Not 

only the privileged in society, but d ay- laborers, beggars, courtesans , 

prisoners and foreign visitors inspired by the movement , all either 

donated money or  supported the campaign in whatever way possible to 

help save the country . 

Another notable example of the Korean people working together for 

the common good comes from the 13th  centu ry , during the time of the  

Mongolian invasion s. In 1232, faced with repeated attacks by an enemy 

that had already conquered as far as the Middle East, the Goryeo  Dynasty 

(918- 1392) relocated its capital to Ganghwa Island on the country s 

western coast. It was here that  the national defense project the Tripitaka 

Koreana had been launched.  

The Tripitaka Koreana was a complete collection of Buddhist 

scriptures  carved on  more than 80,000 printing blocks . If we were to pile 

the woodblocks on top of one another, they would reach a height of 3.2 

kilometers, more than 8 times taller than the Empire State Building, and 
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just a little shy of Mont Blanc, the highest point in Europe. The text 

consists of 52 million characters, and would take one person over 30 

years to r ead. 

The making of 80,000 printing blocks, from  the prepar ation of the 

wood itself  to the actual engraving  of the letters, required considerable 

resources and manpower. Moreover, the project  was undertaken in a 

time of war. Nonetheless, the people of Goryeo believed  a spiritual  

foundation to be of utmost  importance in defending the country . They 

therefore turned to Buddha to restore peace in their land. People of 

diverse social status , from high - ranking scholars to workaday farmers, 

contributed to the proje ct either with  financial assistance or by taking  

part in its actual making.  

Because participation was entirely voluntary, the faith and devotion 

of those who took part was wholly sincere. The engravers are said to 

have made three full ceremonial bow s to Buddha before carving each 

character in total, 150 million bows for 50 million characters. Such 

dedication is difficult to imagine today, and perhaps this is why the 

Tripitaka Koreana  remains the world s most accurate and  beautifully 

engraved copy of the Bu ddhist scriptures , and a place of pilgrimage for 

many Buddhist s in Asia .  

In Korea, Buddhism was introduced in the 4 th  century AD and 

flourished for the next 1,000 years. Confucianism took the place of 

Buddhism as the official state religion  during the  14th century, and in the 

20th  century Christianity grew to be one of the country s main faiths. 



26 

 

While various religions and philosophies have exerted a profound 

influence on the country over  differ ent  time  periods , the Hongik Ingan 

has remained as the spiritu al foundation of the Korean people.   

In the following pages we will look at example s of families and 

individuals  who made sincere efforts to practice the Hongik Ingan, 

through action s as well as words . While philosophi es, religions  and social 

norms may hav e shifted , and while the characters in the stories vary in 

social status and position, we find the same core values in their deeds 

and in their daily lives. When facing great hardships, they never 

abandoned what they felt to be their duty, and consequently  made an 

invaluable  contribution  to the fortunes of their country and its people.  
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The Noble Families of Korea  

 

 

 

For Korea, the last century began with Japanese occupation  (1910-

1945), and continued with the Korean War (1950- 1953) and the countrys 

subsequent division. For the South, this was followed by a period of rapid 

economic development. In the course of this troubled period, many of 

Korea s national heritage sites were lost. 

A small number of the old buildings and palaces have survived, 

however, a nd through them we can behold the beauty of ancient Korea. 

We can also discern within them a scientific approach combi ned with a 

respect for nature the hallmark of traditional Korean architecture.  

At first glance,  the surviving palaces in Seoul , such as 

Gyeongbokgung and Changdeokgung , and the traditional houses in other 

regions of Korea, appear plainer and more ordinary than the palaces, 

castles, and stately homes of other countries. The opulence of France s 

Versailles Palace, for example, or China s Forbidden City, cannot be 

found in Korea s old buildings.  

This was not due to lack of skills or resources . As mentioned, 

Koreans had a high regard for nature, and aspired to learn from it and 

emulate its beauty. Furthermore, when an extravagant palace is built , it 

places a heavy burden of tax and labor upon the people. For this reason, 
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while recognizing the importance of preserving the dignity and authority 

of the nation, Korean kings tended to avoid extravagance when building 

palaces.    

Likewise, people who o wned properties in areas of great natural 

beauty generally erred on the side of modesty, while making an effort to 

keep their houses and gardens tidy and unspoiled. What made a house 

beautiful, they believed, was not its outward appearance, but the nobilit y 

of the owner s mind and spirit. The saying Good fortune follows a 

generous household  is an ancient one, going  back thousands of years. 

The sense of duty and moral obligation was more powerful even than the 

guiding force of the law.  

The Seongyojang of Gangneung, Bukchon daek of Hahwe Village, 

Wunjoru of Gurye, and the Wealthy House of Choi in Gyeongju are well -

known examples of this ideal being  put into practice.  

 

 

Seongyojang  

 

Seongyojang is a 300 - year - old stately home located near the eastern 

coast, an d is considered to be one of the most beautiful examples of 

traditional Korean architecture. It  was built by Yi Naebeon (1703 1781), 

11th descendant of Prince Hyoryeong, who was himself the second son of 

King Taejong and brother of King Sejong. Later, his own descendants 

extended the building, until eventually the estate contained 120 rooms in 

total.   
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Seongyojang in Gangwon Province 

 

The picturesque Gyeongpo Lake is located in front of Seongyojang. 

The hill behind it is covered thickly with old pine tree s, and the mountain 

tops and ocean can be seen in the distance. The Gyeongpodae pavilion is 

known for having the most exquisite views in Gangwon Province. It is said 

to be a place where five moons can be seen in the sky, in the East Sea, 

in Gyeongpo Lake, in one s drinking cup, and in the eyes of one s beloved.   

The beauty of Seongyojang, which has held so many visitors, scholars, 

writers, artists, and foreign dignitaries captive, does not lie merely in the 

buildings and scenery, but in the warm and benevo lent spirit of those  

who dwelled there. At a time when inns and taverns were not well 

established, Seongyojang was known for providing free room and board 



30 

 

for those traveling through Gangwon Province. Indeed, the estate was 

said to keep enough bowls to pro vide 300 v isitors with a seven - dish meal  

all at one sitting. As they departed, guests were given  new clothes and 

money for their journey.  

Yi Naebeon, having cultivated salt farm s and accumulated great 

wealth, came to own a substantial amount of land in Gan gwon Province. 

By th e time his grandson Yi Hu (1773 1832) was born, these lands were 

produc ing  in excess of 10,000 sacks of grain per year. When his two 

brothers passed away, he had more rooms added to the residence, and 

invited the families of his decease d brothers to come and live with him.   

To his descendants, Yi Hu bequeathed the words according to which 

he lived his own life. If you acquire wealth rightfully, your prosperity is 

assured. If you acquire it wrongfully, you will come to ruin. If a man do es 

not share his wealth with others, Heaven brings disaster upon him, takes 

his wealth away, and gives it to others just the same. He was considerate 

in his dealings with farmers, and managed his land with their economic 

wellbeing  in mind. In gratitude, t he tenant farmers once presented him 

with an umbrella made of calico. Because it bore the signatures of 10,000 

people, it was known as the Shade of Ten-Thousand Men.    

The descendants of Seongyojang honored the tradition inherited from 

their ancestors of  sharing and giv ing away what they had. Yi Bong gu 

(1802 1868), who was mayor of Tongcheon during King Yeo ngjo s reign 

once distributed 5,000 sacks of rice to the starving, when a severe famine 

fell upon the land.  
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Seongyojang in Summer 


