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Abstract

The island of Ullung-do, located in the East Sea (Sea of Japan), is one of the most 

remote outposts of the territory of the Republic of Korea. Effectively an unpopulated 

island from the mid-fifteenth century, it was resettled at the end of the nineteenth cen­

tury, and possesses perhaps the most unique tutelary cult currently practiced in the vil­

lages of Korea. Even though this cult and its shrine are well known, it only twice has 

been the subject of scholarly study by Korean researchers, and never before by a non- 

Korean scholar. The shrine cult originated from a legendary story of the death of two 

youths said to have been sacrificed to appease the wrath of the spirit of the mountain, 

and was practiced by mainland officials on journeys of surveillance during the period of 

depopulation. Since the repopulation of the island, the enshrined spirits have been 

transformed into the guardian spirits of the island.

Key words: tutelary spirit— mountain spirit— regional cult— Korean folk religion—  

vengeful spirits
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T
HE CULT practiced at the tutelary shrine of T，aeha Village 台霞里， 

Ullung Island (Ullung-do 鬱陵島）is one of the most unique village 

cults in Korea, combining features of a tutelary cult and a cult to 

propitiate vengeful spirits of the dead. My own interest in the shrine and its 

cult dates back to 1982，when I was conducting a general survey of the reli­

gious situation of Ullung-do. At that time, I had been surprised by the fact 

that the T’aeha Village shrine looked strikingly like a small Sninto shrine, 

and that the two spirits enshrined inside it, a male and a female youth, 

seemed to be suspiciously like Izanagi and Izanami，the progenitors of the 

Japanese arcnipela^o. These two features of the shrine had made me won­

der initially if the cult practiced there had been a development from Sninto 

rituals that had been practiced on the site during the Japanese colonial occu­

pation of Korea between 1910 and 1945. Because of the inclement weather 

and rough seas, and the fact that until the mid-1980s all transport around 

the island had to be by boat, I was unable to return to T’aeha Village to reex­

amine the shrine and its cult in more detail. In 1995，when I was in Korea 

collecting materials on Korean folktales, I was able to return to Ullung-do in 

November and to carry out research on the religious practices of 1 aeha 

Village. Unless otherwise statea，information in this article is based upon my 

fieldnotes from 1995.1

T h e  G e o g r a p h y  a n d  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  I s l a n d  

Location of UI Lung Island and Its ^jeograpnical Features 

The island of Ullung-do is 137 kilometers east of the nearest mainland port, 

the minor center of Imwon 臨院，and 217 kilometers to the east of the major 

port of P，ohang f甫港. Current travelling time from the four mainland ports 

that serve the island vary from three hours to six hours or more, depending 

upon whether the voyager’s vessel is one of the high-speed catamaran type 

of ships or an ordinary diesel-powered vessel.2 Ullung-do is a collapsed vol­

canic island that rises starkly out of the East Sea (Sea of Japan) to a high 

point of 984 meters at its principal peak, Songin-bong 聖人峰 (Sage Peak).

[ 276 ]
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The island is located at 130 degrees 52 minutes east longitude and 37 

degrees 30 minutes north latitude. Administratively, the island and its outly­

ing islets are classified as a county (君P kun). Including the islets lying imme­

diately oft its shoreline, Ullung-do comprises a total area of 72.174 square 

kilometers. The county is divided into one town (邑 up) and two townships 

(曲 my on), wmch possess 24 administrative villages (里 ri) and 55 settle­

ments {maul). The population of Ullung-do in 1995 was given as 11,423.3 

Other than the uninhabited rocky islets known as Tok-to 獨 島 （竹島Take- 

shima in Japanese), which are 92 kilometers away, there are no other islands 

near Ullung-do.

History and Early Settlement

The Cninese Historical source, the San guo zhi (Standard History of the 

Three [Chinese] Kingdoms) contains a reference to mainland Korean fish­

ermen who in the fourth century had become lost in the East Sea and even­

tually found themselves washed up on the shores of tms lone island. To their 

surprise, the island was inhabited and formed a small nation called Usan- 

guK 于山國 r According to the twelfth-century Korean historical work, the 

Samgu\ sagi (History of the Three [Korean] Kingdoms), Usan-guk was con­

quered by Silla in 512，the thirteenth year of the reign of King Chijung 

智證王 (r. 500—̂13), and has remained an integral part of Korean national 

territory since that time.5 By the fifteenth century, the island was known as 

Murung 风丨凌. Because of the predations of pirates and the possibility that 

the island could be used as a secret redoubt for offensive activity against the 

Korean mainland, the island’s population was cleared by royal edict in 14It) 

and again in 1438. From the mid-fifteenth century until the Resettlement 

Edict of 1884，the island remained ostensibly unpopulated. Regular visits of 

surveillance were conducted at three-year intervals by an official of the 

Magistracy of Samch，5k ニ涉都護財 in Kanewon Province 江原道 on the 

central east coast to ensure that the island was not being used as a military 

or pirate base ( C h a n g  1991).

Because of the encroachment on the island by Japanese loggers and 

fishermen from the 1870s onward, a resettlement policy was instituted by 

royal edict in 1884 encouraging mainlanders to repopulate the island. 

Several groups of settlers were sent out in the 1880s to maintain Korean 

claims to the island. These groups have become known to modern genera­

tions as the “pioneers”（開拓者 \aech，d\-cha) (Chang 1991，590).The initial 

place of settlement was on a small plain around the harbor at the mouth of 

the T，aeha River nRlJII in the northwestern corner of the island. This area 

is the site of the modern village of T，aeha-ri. The area of the village had been 

chosen as the first location for settlement because or its proximity to the
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mainland and because of its associations with the visits of surveillance con­

ducted by the Magistracy of Samch’5k. During the period of depopulation, 

the area of T’aeha Village had been the usual point of disembarkation when 

representatives of the Magistracy of Samch，5k visited the island.

At some point after the inauguration of regular visits of surveillance in 

the mid-fifteenth century, the Magistracy of Samch，5k erected a shrine to the 

spirits of two youths, one male and one female. The existence of this shrine 

dedicated to the two youths prior to the arrival of the “pioneers of the 1880s 

was confirmed to me in 1995 by elderly residents of the village. They stated 

that their grandparents, who had been among the first groups of pioneers, 

had told them that when they arrived on Ullung-do there was already a 

shrine in the area that subsequently became T’aeha Village. The rituals per­

formed in T ’aeha Village at the oongha Sindang shrine are today the pre­

eminent cultic activities conducted on Ullung Island.

T h e  T a l e  o f  t h e  S o n g h a  S in d a n g  Sh r in e

The cult of the oongha oindan? shrine 聖霞神堂 has a story associated with 

it that forms the raison d etre for the cult which is practiced at the shrine. 

The “definitive” version of this story was published by So Wonsop 徐兀燮 

in 1979,6 ana is translated below. Additional phrasing not in the Korean text, 

which is necessary for a readable English translation, is placed within brack­

ets. I have not attempted to put the tale into good literary form, but have 

tried to retain as much of the original syntax and vocabulary of the tale in 

order to preserve its characteristics as a folktale.

1 he Narrative

Long ago, an official from the Magistracy of Samch ok came to this 

island to survey the conditions [on the island]. He set up a base camp 

and had the island patrolled. When he was about to return, an old man 

appeared to him in a dream and told mm to leave behind a servant. 

[The official] had this dream for about three days. However, he went 

about ms work and did not say anytning to anyone. He boarded the 

boat and prepared to leave. However, a great wind arose, the sea became 

very rough, and the boat was about to tip over.1 he official, now realiz­

ing the wrath of the mountain spirit [山神靈，san sillyong], called a male 

servant and a Ĵ isaeng 妓 生 [female entertainer] and told them to go to 

the base camp and to bring back a bamboo tobacco pipe and a tobacco 

pouch that he had left benind. After sending them off，the official left 

hastily from the harbor.
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At that time, the servant and the f̂ isaeng, who did not know that they 

had been deceived, went to the base camp. However diligently they 

searched, they could not find [the pipe and the pouch]. Returning to the 

harbor, they saw that the official’s boat was already far out to sea. After 

wailing loudly, they could do nothing else but return to the base camp. 

While waiting for the boat to come back, they died.

When the official returned [to Samch，5k]，he reported to the throne 

about his patrol [of the island], and that he had left behind a male ser­

vant and a kjsaeng. He was scolded for having left behind innocent peo­

ple without any of the king’s rice [to eat]. The king said, “If they are 

alive the next time [you go there], bring them home. If they are dead, 

build a tutelary shrine [to their spirits] and worship them as the 

guardian spirits of Ullung-do.Three years later, coming back to the 

island [the official] saw the base camp and, in a grove of trees, he saw 

the youth and the Ĵ isaeng standing up and looking out to sea. The offi­

cial was so pleased at seeing this that he cried out. He told a servant to 

look [at what he had seen], but the servant saw nothing. They disem­

barked quickly. [The landing party] went over and saw that the two 

young people were holding each other tightly. The official was happy 

and called out, “\bung people! You are still alive!” Touching their hair, 

it turned to dust. Only their bones were left. According to the king’s 

orders, [the official] built a shrine there and worshiped the spirits [of 

the two people].

Commentary to the Narrative

The tale associated with the cult of the Songha Sindang is an etiological tale 

that explains three things:1 )the origin of the shrine cult itself; 2) the cur­

rent preeminence of this cult over all other cults on the island; and 3) the 

reason why the spirits of the two youths became the tutelary spirits for the 

island. The narrative structure of the myth is composed of four scenes like a 

drama:1 )the abandonment of the two young people on the island by the 

official;2) the confession by the official of his actions; 3) the return of the 

official to the island and the discovery of the corpses of the two youths; and 

4) the institution of the cult. The fourth scene is the principal and culmi­

nating scene of the tale, and is prepared for and explained by the preceding 

narrative scenes.

The final scene makes four important points. First, the cultic activity 

conducted at the present shrine was initiated at the specific behest of a royal 

command, which would have lent great prestige to the explanation of its 

institution. Second, the shrine itself likewise was built to comply with a royal
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command. Thus, both cult and shrine could claim equal prestige and antiq­

uity. Third, the cult was instituted in order to avoid the revenge that might 

be wreaked upon the visits of subsequent officials by the unappeased, venge­

ful spirits of the two youths. In traditional Korean folk religion, the spirits of 

young people dying before they are able to “fulfill” themselves (to marry and 

have children) were seen to be potentially dangerous and malevolent. The 

Korean hearers of this tale would have understood that the implicit reason 

for the erection of the shrine and the institution of the cult would have been 

to appease the potentially malevolent spirits of the two youths.

Fourth, the explicitly stated purpose of the tale is to explain the institu­

tion of cultic activity devoted to the spirits of the two youths as the tutelary 

spirits of the island. This fact is made quite clear by the statement in the nar­

rative that it was the king’s command to the magistrate to build a tutelary 

shrine that would be dedicated to the spirits of the two youths as the 

guardian spirits of the island.1 his feature of the tale would have been 

included within the narrative to explain why the cult, which would normally 

have been understood to have been instituted in order to propitiate poten­

tially harmful spirits, became transformed into ritual practices that are 

offered up to beneficent tutelary spirits.

Thus, the Songha Sindang tale about a pair of male and female spirits 

is not at all comparable to the myth of Izanagi and Izanami, which is a cre­

ation myth. The Songha Sindang narrative does not purport to explain the 

creation of the island, nor to explain how the island came to be populated. 

The sole purpose of the tale is to describe how these two spirits came to be 

the focus of a cult, and to explain how this cult focussed on rituals propiti­

ating the tutelary spirits of the island.

The tale of the Songha Sindang shrine is similar to certain other 

Korean tales that explain the origin of particular cultic activities. The 

Korean type index of folktales contains a tale type, “An Appeal of a Resentful 

Spirit” versions 334.1 and 334.2 ( C h o i  1979，135—37), which explains the 

institution of a local cult as being for the purpose of appeasing the restless 

spirit of a murder victim. The narrative of the tale describes how the spirit of 

the murder victim first seeks revenge on humanity, and is appeased in the 

end by the apprehension of the murderer and the institution of cultic activ­

ity in its honor. Although the Songha Sindang narrative parallels Tale 334 by 

tracing the origin of the cult at T’aeha Village to the unfortunate death of 

the two youths who are propitiated in the shrine there, it differs from Tale 

334 in that the spirit described in that tale type is not a tutelary deity.

Korean folktale type 736, The Origin of the Protecting Deity of the 

House and the Earthly Deity，” and type 737, “The Origin of the Guardian 

Deities of Seogwipo，” both describe the origin of village tutelary cults that
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are dedicated to paired male and female spirits. These tale types likewise dif­

fer from the narrative of the Songha Sindang tale. In Tale 736 and Tale 737, 

the arrival and settlement of the paired deities in their respective villages is 

said to have been the result of a divine command to go and settle there 

( C h o i  1979，321-22).

In the case of the tale told about the Songha Sindang cult, the origin of 

the cult as a regional tutelary cult is attributed to an attempt to appease the 

spirits of two young people who had died in unfortunate circumstances. The 

cults of village tutelary spirits in Korea are usually one of two types: cults of 

spirits who have been sent specially by a greater spirit to a particular village, 

or the cults of spirits of the first settlers of a village. The latter case is partic­

ularly true of single clan villages where the founding ancestor of the village 

is honored as the village tutelary spirit. The spirits described by the narrative 

of the Songha Sindang tale, however, do not fit into the pattern of either of 

these examples, rather they combine elements of the spirits described in tale 

type 334, which explains the origin of vengeful spirit appeasement cults, and 

tale types 736 and 737, which explain the origin of tutelary spirit cults.

Although the narrative of the tale possesses a certain air of historical 

plausibility, it has been impossible for me to trace any reference to the ori­

gins of the cult in relevant historical documents. When I discussed the issue 

of the historicity of the origin of the tale with So Wonsop, the collector of the 

version of the tale that was translated above, he stated that it was his belief 

that the legend must have begun with a dream about the mountain spirit 

that the magistrate had.7 However, a check of the gazetteer Sinjung Tonggu\ 

yoji sungnam (Augmented Survey of the Geography of Korea) of 1531, 

which often contains legends and folktales about particular localities, failed 

to reveal any mention of this tale. The “Encyclopedia of the Culture of the 

Korean People，” published by the Academy of Korean Studies, states that 

the story refers to events that occurred during the reign of King Sonjo 

l旦个且王 r .1567—1608)，but offers no documentary support for this statement 

(Kwon 1991，592). A check of the Sonjo sillo\ (Veritable Records of King 

oonjo), the official annals of the reign of King ^onjo, finds no mention of 

this legend. A further check of the sillo\, or annals, of subsequent kings of 

the Choson dynasty likewise railed to reveal any reference to the tale. In spite 

of the lack of documentary evidence for the origin of the cult, it is possible 

to imagine that two such youths might have been left behind either inten­

tionally or by accident, and that ceremonies had to be instituted to appease 

their potentially vengeful spirits. As discussed earlier, in Korean folk belief it 

is feared that the spirits of people dying in unfortunate circumstances, espe­

cially unfulfilled youths, will become full of vengeance unless properly pro­

pitiated with the appropriate rituals.
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A particularly interesting aspect of the narrative of this tale is that the 

death of the two youths is attributed to the demand made by the mountain 

spirit to the magistrate.8 When the magistrate did not comply at first with the 

demands of the mountain spirit, the latter made his displeasure felt by causing 

the sea to become too rough for the magistrate’s boat to set sail. As control 

of all aspects of the sea is the role ofYong-wang 首篁王(the Dragon King), the 

King of the Sea, it is normal in Korean folk religious practice to offer sacrifices 

to tms deity for a safe sea voyage. For a Korean tale descrioing the sacrifice 

of a human or humans, the narrative of the oongha oindang tale is unusual 

in that it does not tell us why the mountain spirit desired the lives of the two 

youths. Again，in Korean folktales in which youths are offered as sacrifices 

to the spirits of the land or water, a reason is given in the narrative explain­

ing why such an offering must be made. In Korean folktale type 117 (Choi 

1979，37—38), “A Fight between a centipede and a Toad，” the annual sacri­

fice of a maiden to an enormous centipede was described as being necessary 

to ensure that the centipede would bless the growing of the village’s crops. 

Likewise, the narrative of Korean folktale type 3 8 5 ,丄’he Story of Simcheong， 

the Filial Daughter” (Choi 1979, 163-64), states that a filial daughter 

became a sacrifice to the Dragon King in order that her father might receive 

enough sacks or rice to pay a Buddhist monk to cure his blindness.

It is unusual for a Korean shrine originally dedicated to the appease­

ment of a vengeful spirit to become a local tutelary shrine. The pioneers 

who came to Ullung-do in the 1880s immediately began to offer up the stan­

dard Korean rituals dedicated to the mountain and sea spirits at shrines that 

had been newly erected in their pioneer villages. Therefore, it would have 

been possible for them at the Songha Sindang shrine to continue only to 

offer up rites to propitiate the vengeful spirits of the two youths. The ques­

tion then is not why they continued to perform rituals at the oongha 

Sindang, but why the character of the rituals and the spirits enshrined there 

changed. I believe that the reason for this change in the character of the cult 

and the enshrined spirits must be due in part to the different psychological 

states of the people who offered up rituals at the shrine following the repop­

ulation of the island in the late nineteenth century.

The reason why the cult of appeasement changed into a cult dedicated 

to regional guardian spirits stems, I believe, from the physical remoteness of 

the island from mainland Korea ana its psychological effect on the first 

inhaoitants of the repopulatea island. One of the themes of the narrative is 

the remoteness of the island from the mainland as the main factor leading 

to the inevitable death of the two youths. During my research on Ullung 

Island, I was always aware of the concern that the islanders had about the 

condition of the sea. They would frequently ask whether “the sea was up,
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or whether the ships going to the mainland would be able to depart from the 

harbor at To-dong. The legend of the Songha Sindang, by emphasizing the 

great distance of Ullung Island from the mainland, also speaks to the resi­

dents5 deepest psychological fears about isolation. Consequently, spirits who 

had suffered as a result of their own separation from the mainland would 

understand the islanders’ deep-felt fears about the sea and isolation. 

Whether or not the story of the two youths is based on an actual historical 

incident, the legend functions to give expression to the deep-seated anxieties 

that the islanders have about their life conditions. The cult in turn enables 

them to cope with these fears by appealing for protection and assistance to 

spirits who have experienced these very fears. Thus, the spirits of the two 

youths, who would have been seen to be potentially vengeful to the occa­

sional visitors to the island during the period of depopulation, would have 

been perceived by the first generation of pioneer settlers to the island to be 

sympathetic to the plight of permanent residents, people who would not or 

could not leave to return to the mainland.

D e s c r ip t io n  o f  t h e  S o n g h a  S in d a n g  S h r in e  a n d  I t s  R i t u a l s  

Shrines in T’aeha Village

Including the Songha Sindang, there are five shrines or ritual sites within 

the boundaries of T ’aeha Village. The other four shrines are the Ch，5nje- 

dang 天祭堂，the Sansin-dang 山神堂，the Pophwa-dang 法華堂，and the 

Haesin-dang 海神堂 . The Ch，5nje-dang (Shrine of the Ruler of Heaven) is 

peculiar to T’aeha Village because it was the ritual spot where the represen­

tatives of the Magistracy of bamch ok  offered thanks to the Ruler of Heaven 

for a successful journey to Ullung Island. There is neither a shrine building 

nor a spirit tablet to mark the spot, but only a designated place within a 

grove of trees where the ritual was conducted. The Sansin-dang (Mountain 

God Shrine) is typical of many Korean villages ana is located to the rear of 

the village. There is a modest tile-roofed shrine building containing a spirit 

tablet dedicated to the Mountain God. As with the Ch onje-dang, the 

Pophwa-dang (Shrine of the Lotus of the Law) is a unique ritual area. In 

spite or its current name it is not a Buddhist shrine. Originally called the 

Ch，ugwon-dang 祝原貞至(Shrine of Blessings), it was constructed to offer up 

prayers for the birth of a royal successor. The site of the shrine is still used to 

offer up requests for blessings on the village. There is no spirit tablet. The 

Haesin-dang (Shrine of the Sea Lrod) is located on a rock by the shore at which 

rituals are offered up to the Dragon King for a successful season of fishing. 

There is no spirit tablet. Before the end of the Japanese occupation of Korea 

in 1945，there had also been a Sninto shrine located just west of the present 

Songha Sindang on the site of the current Old People’s Recreation Hall.
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The Songha Sindang

Clearly, the largest and most elaborate 

shrine of the village is the Songha Sindang.

The current shrine building (said by vil­

lagers to be the third shrine) is located on 

the north bank of the T’aeha River, but the 

original shrine was located on what is now 

a derelict site on the south bank (see figure 

1).Informants from the village confirmed 

that the original shrine had been on that spot 

when the first pioneers arrived to settle the 

island in 1884. This shrine is said to have 

been washed away in the flood of 1925，at 

which time the second shrine building was 

erected at a new location, the current site.

This second shrine building was con­

structed in a style reminiscent of a Shinto shrine, which it was not. When I 

first visited the shrine in the summer of 1982 and saw this second shrine 

building, doubts about its “Koreanness” were raised in my mind because of 

its physical similarity to a Shinto shrine building, and because it contained 

images of a young boy and girl, which suggested to me that the spirits pro­

pitiated there might be Izanagi and Izanami, creator and creatrix of the 

Japanese archipelago. I was told in 1995 that the shrine had never had any 

Shinto function but had only been the shrine for the local tutelary deities of 

the island. I was then shown the site of the former Shinto shrine that had 

been built during the colonial era and torn down shortly after the end of the 

Second World War in 1945.1 was informed by the villagers in 1995 that local 

Japanese officials during the colonial era had helped in the maintenance of 

the shrine building.

Until 1978，the shrine had no specific name but was called simply a 

songhwang-dang 城隍堂，the generic Korean name for a village or regional 

tutelary shrine. On the twenty-first day of the third lunar month of that year, 

the shrine was given the name “Songha oindang” (Spirit Shrine of oongha). 

The Cninese characters song 聖 and ha 霞 are taken from two local 

toponyms, song from the great oongin peak and ha from the local river, the 

T’aeha River. The second shrine building was pulled down in 1984，and was 

replaced on the same site with a much larger and more traditional Korean- 

style structure. This third shrine building was dedicated on the seventh day 

of the eighth lunar month of that year and has been in continuous usage 

since then.

On my first visit in 1982，I had been struck by the presence of the two

T’aeha Village
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statues depicting the enshrined 

spirits. Although not unique, it 

is unusual to find statuary in 

shrines associated with local 

village cults in Korea. In 1995 I 

was told that originally only 

the two tablets dedicated to the 

spirits of the two youths had 

been on the altar. The practice 

of placing a tablet or tablets 

with the name of enshrined 

spirits on the altar of local 

shrines is typical of the vast 

majority of local shrines in 

Korea. The tablets in the 

Songha Sindang shrine are the 

original tablets and are 
inscribed “SSngha-ji nam sin  Figure 2. Exterior plan of shrine

wi” 聖 霞 之 男 神 位 （Spirit

Tablet of the Male Spirit of Songha) and aSongha-ji yosin wi” 聖霞之女神位 

(Spirit Tablet of the Female Spirit of songha).9 In 1966, two stone statues of 

a boy and of a ffirl were ordered from a statuary workshop in the city of Taegu 

on the mainland and were placed on the altar beside their respective tablets.

The Shrine and the Shrine Precinct

The third shrine building (see figure 2) is a three kan i曰J 0 structure that nes­

tles in a grove of trees on the north side of the T ’aeha River. The shrine 

precinct is enclosed on all sides by a wall. Access into the precinct is gained 

by a gate on the west side from which extends a pavement leading directly to 

the central door of the three double doors on the front side of the shrine. 

There is also a small door on the south, or right, side of the building by 

which access may be obtained when the main doors are shut.

The shrine precinct is deeply wooded and contains five benches and a 

“picnic table” for recreational purposes. The benches provide space for the eld­

ers of the village to meet together to talk and pass the time of day with their 

friends, while the “picnic table” benches and table provide space for the village 

elders to play games of changgi M S  (a Korean version of chess) and padu\, 

known in the West by the Japanese term go. Thus the precinct around the shrine 

serves not only as a ritual space separating the shrine from the secular 

buildings near it, but it also functions to provide space for the recreational 

activities of the villagers.
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A large counter-like altar (see figure 3) occupies the entire rear portion 

of the shrine building. In the center of the altar is a small raised dais on 

which are placed the principal ritual objects, including the spirit tablets and 

the statues of the enshrined spirits. This area may be described as the inner 

altar. The inner altar is flanked at the back by a six-paneled embroidered silk 

screen depicting various birds and flowers. On the left is the statue of the 

male tutelary spirit and on the right is the statue of the female tutelary spir­

it. To the left and right of the statues are their respective spirit tablets, and 

next to each of these is, respectively, a model of a king’s crown and a model 

of a queen’s crown. In front of each of the statues is placed a lidded ritual 

bowl containing clear water which rests on a base. Clear or pure water is a 

common ritual offering used in the practice of Korean popular religion.

On the counter directly in front of the inner altar are placed associated 

ritual objects, arranged in an order that is reminiscent of the prescribed 

ordering of ritual objects during the performance of a Confucian ancestral 

ritual or shamanistic ceremony. These ritual objects include artificial flow­

ers in vases that flank the edges of the inner altar, boys’ and girls’ Korean- 

style rubber shoes, ritual bowls filled with rice, candlesticks, an incense 

burner, and a lacquered, inlaid mirror case open to display the mirror.1 his 

central area is flanked on the left by a pile of men’s clothing and shoes, and 

by a pile of women’s clothing and shoes on the right. On the far side of either 

of these piles are scattered groups of candles and matches.

The central feature of the shrine is the statues of the enshrined spirits. 

Carved from stone, the statues have been painted to show the spirits in 

clothing typical of young upper-class men and women. The young man 

wears a black hat without a brim, a white upper garment, and light blue 

trousers. As the black hat is the sign of an upper-class scholar, the allegedly 

historic slave boy who is supposed to be depicted by the statue could not 

have worn this kind of headgear. The young woman is depicted wearing a 

bright yellow upper garment, and a bright, rich-green skirt.

The roof of the shrine is supported by a large central beam that on the 

interior side has the lunar calendar date for the ceremony of the raising of the 

roof beam，a ritual that is similar to the Western custom of laying a cornerstone.

Ritual Activity at the Shrine

The two principal forms of ritual activity that take place at the Songha 

Sindang are a village-focus ritual, and personal supplications. The village-focus 

ceremony takes place only once a year ana is held on the midnight of the 

fourteenth day of the first lunar month, which in Korean is called tae porum 

(the great full moon). As is typical of all Korean folk religious activities, the 

chief village ceremony is set according to the lunar, not the solar, calendar.
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FIGURE 3. Interior plan of shrine

List of ritual objects displayed on the altar of the Songha Sindang

I . Six-paneled embroidered screen

2. Statue of male youth

3. Statue of female youth

4. Spirit tablets

5. King’s crown

6. Queen’s crown

7. Korean-style metal lidded bowls with bases

8. Artificial flowers in vases

9. Boys’ or Men’s Korean-style rubber shoes

10. Girls，or Women’s Korean-style rubber shoes

I I . Candlesticks

12. Incense burner

13. Traditional Korean-style lacquer inlaid case with mirror section 

raised and open

14. Korean-style metal rice bowls
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The night of the full moon of any month is an auspicious time, and none 

more so than the first full moon of the new year. Tae porum is the date set for 

most of the key village rites that focus on the offering of petitions for bless­

ings and prosperity in the new year. As the Songha Sindang is a tutelary 

shrine for not only the T’aeha Village but also the entire island of Ullung-do, 

the rites offered up here on tae porum are especially significant in the ritual 

life of the island. Traditionally, all of the villagers would gather by the shrine, 

and a previously selected ritual leader or leaders would conduct the service. 

In 1995 the actual celebrants were all males over the age of 60. I was 

informed that this was the case because the middle-aged and young males 

in the village were all Christians and would not take part in what was per­

ceived to be a pagan ritual.11 My informants told me that the ritual format 

follows the traditional pattern of Confucian ancestral rites and consists of a 

series of food and drink offerings presented to the guardian spirits by the 

officiants. The sacnhcial offerings are sea fish and pork in addition to liquid 

offerings of water or strong Korean liquor.

The most common usage for the shrine, however, is for personal sup­

plications. Unlike Christian churches, regular attendance on fixed dates for 

ritual activity is not a feature of this or any other Korean local shrine. The 

shrine is frequented at irregular periods by fishermen or members of a fisher­

man^ family, and by women of childbearing age. The first class of supplicants 

prays to the tutelary spirits for a successful catch of the local marine product, 

the cuttlefish (Sepia esculenta). As the cuttlefish is a principal Korean delicacy, 

the source of much of the island’s wealth comes from the cuttlefish industry. 

Because of the rapialy changing conditions of the sea surrounding this lone 

island, the supplications to the guardian spirits of the island are felt to be 

essential both for a successful catch and for the security of the fishermen on 

the sea. It is interesting that these Kinds of petitions are offered up to the two 

tutelary spirits of the island rather than to the Dragon King. In mainland 

Korean fishing villages these types of petitions are usually addressed to the 

Dragon King, the ruler of the sea. Indeed, virtually every village on Ullung 

Island, including T ’aeha Village, has a shrine called a haesin-dang (Sea God 

Shrine) where these types of petitions are offered up to the Dragon King. 

Nonetheless, prayers offered to the tutelary spirits of the island are felt to be 

particularly efficacious.

The second class of personal supplicants is that of women either offer­

ing supplications for a son to be born to them, or requesting that their child 

might enter high school or university. On the mainland, both of these types 

of petition are usually addressed to the Mountain God or local tutelary spirits. 

As the spirits enshrined in the Songha oindang are the tutelary spirits of the 

island, it is not out of character with the types of petitions offered up to village
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tutelary spirits on the mainland, for the same types of petitions to be offered 

up on Ullung Island to the guardian spirits of the island.

When the supplicants come to petition the tutelary spirits enshrined in 

the Songha Sindang, they bring three kinds of ritual offerings: clothes, food, 

and money. The offerings of clothing consist of a complete set of traditional 

boy’s and girl’s clothes including the appropriate footwear. The piles of 

clothing on the altar that I saw in 1995 were offerings that had been made to 

the spirits of the shrine. The offerings of food made to the spirits are not left 

for a long time on the altar but are distributed shortly afterwards to the peo­

ple of the village, especially to the older members of local households. The 

gifts of money which are made to the spirits are put into a local fund that 

maintains the shrine and other local cultural properties.12

C o n c l u d in g  R e m a r k s

The tale of the Songha Sindang shrine is especially interesting because it 

enables us to understand the process by which a new local cult became 

established, the reasons for the construction of a local shrine, and why a pro­

pitiatory cult to appease the souls of potentially vengeful spirits became 

transformed into a tutelary cult. With the repopulation of the island at the 

end of the last century, the function of the shrine changed from being the site 

for a rite of appeasement into being a local tutelary shrine dedicated to the 

benevolent guardian spirits of the island. This change in function can be 

attributed to the difference between the psychological conditions of the pio­

neer settlers and the magistrates who in the past had come to ensure that the 

island was not being used as a pirate redoubt. With a change in the nature 

of the people using the shrine, the shrine then assumed the two principal 

functions typical of tutelary shrines on the mainland: as the venue for the 

annual village petitions for blessings in the new year, and as the site for per­

sonal petitions addressed to the benevolently inclined guardian spirits of a village 

or region. This change in the focus of ritual activity at the shrine likewise 

caused a change in the character of the enshrined spirits from being danger­

ous, vengeful spirits into being the benevolent guardians of the island.

NOTES

1.I want to indicate here my deep appreciation for the support given to my research proj­

ect by the Korea Foundation and the Daesan Foundation. I would also like to thank those 

who assisted me while I was on Ullung-do: the Ullung County Government (especially the 

Office of Cultural Properties), the Songha Sindang shrine committee, and the minister and 

members of the congregation of the To-dong First Presbyterian Church. My own research
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formed part of a project that is being undertaken by the Department of Sociology of 

Kyongbuk National University in Taegu, Korea.

2. Early missionary travelogues give some idea of the remoteness of this island. Homer 

B. HULBERT, writing in 1906, states that Korean sailing boats took two days w ith a good w ind 

to reach the island (1906，281). Later in the century, George H . WlNN mentioned that his trip 

to Ullung-do in 1923 took just under 24 hours (1923, 193).

3. All statistical information is from the county statistical yearbook 1995 nyondo \unjong 

hyonhwang (County Administrative Sourcebook for 1995), pages 6 to 8. These records show 

that since the year 1979 there has been a constant decline in the population from a high point 

of 29,810. The current population is divided nearly equally between males and females, with 

a slight predominance of males over females.

4. The narrative of this tale is found in the Dong yi zhuan 東夷傳 section of the San guo 

zhi in the subsection Dong wu ju 東沃沮，which is devoted to the Tong Okcho (in Chinese, 

Dong wu ju) people. This section refers to an event that Pak Kisong claims happened during 

the twentieth year of the reign of King Tongch，5n 東 J11王 （r. 227—247) of Koguryo 高句麗 . He 

says that the shipwrecked men were Okcho fishermen and that the incident took place 

around the year 246 (PAK 1995，74).

5. See Chijung marip\an in Samgu\ sagi volume 4 (巻 4), section 22.

o. fhere are two published Korean versions of this tale, one recorded by C h ’OE Kilsong 

and Im Tonggwon (1971，39-40), and the other by So Wonsop (1979，234-35). S5，s version, 

which was recorded in 1967，is not only earlier but also may be taken to be the definitive ver­

sion of the tale. On 3 August 19b/ he gathered together ten of the male elders of the village 

— its oldest residents— and had them tell the story. Each element of the story had to be agreed 

upon by all of the elders present before it was recorded. The tale as recorded in Ch’oe and Im 

agrees in all essentials with the tale as recorded by »̂o.

7. From an interview on 27 November 1995，in Taegu, Korea.

8. In Korean folk religion, mountain spirits {sallyong) and the Mountain God (Sansin) 

are to be distinguished. Mountain spirits are the local guardian spirits of a particular moun­

tain near a village. The Mountain God is the ruler of all the mountains of Korea. Petitions to 

either of these spirits may be made at a natural shrine, a large tree near a village, or a small 

crevice in a rock face in front of which a stone has been placed to serve as a simple altar.

9. So states that when he saw the shrine tablets they were inscribed as uSonghwang-)i 

namsin w i” 城隍之男神位 (Sacred Tablet of the Male Tutelary Spirit) and uSonghwang-ji 

yosin w i” 城隍之女神位 (Sacred Tablet of the Female Tutelary Spirit) (1979，241). Ch’oe and 

Im do not refer to the inscription on the tablets. My informants in the village of T，aeha-ri 

said, however, that the tablets were original and not recently made.

10. A \an is a traditional unit of architectural space, being the space enclosed by a set of 

four structural pillars.

丄 丄 . County statistics indicate that more than sixty percent o f the population of the island 

is Christian, divided nearly half and half between the Presbyterian and Baptist denomina­

tions. There are small communities of Roman Catholics and smaller numbers of Methodists. 

These statistics are interesting because the Christian percentage of the population of Ullung- 

do is ni^her than on the mainland, and because the majority of Protestant Christians on the 

mainland are either Presbyterians or Methodists, with a much smaller number of Baptists.

丄 2. C h ’OE and Im did a thorough analysis o f the list of offerings made to the spirits of the 

shrine during their research in 1971，examining the size of votive gifts and the place of origin 

of the supplicants (1971，27-39).
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