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Significance of Korean seowon being registered as
World Heritage Sites and future challenges

Lee Sanghae
(honorary professor at Sungkyunkwan University, chair-professor at Kookmin University)

This report aims to provide a basic introduction to the “Outstanding Universal Value”
that a site must possess to be registered as a World Heritage Site and explain how
Korea’s seowon possess such value. For this introduction, the significance of Korea’s
seowon having been listed as World Heritage Sites and future challenges will be
explained.

- How does UNESCO select and list World Heritage Sites and upon what basis does it do
so?

- What is the standard for the “Outstanding Universal Value” that is crucial for having a
site designated as a World Heritage Site?

- What is the outstanding universal value that Korea’s seowon possess?

- In what ways do Korea’s seowon possess authenticity, which is one of the standards of
outstanding universal value?

- How do Korea’s seowon meet the definition of “masterpiece,” as included in the UNES-
CO’s standard of Outstanding Universal Value?

- Was the Outstanding Universal Value of Korea’s seowon proven by comparing them
with similar World Heritage Sites?

Atthe end of this report, after having addressed all of the above questions related to the
Outstanding Universal Value of Korea’s seowon, the need for improvements in terms of
protection and management that were pointed out by the World Heritage Commiittee is
addressed. Through the adoption and pursuit of the strategic goals of the Commiittee,
local residents will have the opportunity to take part in the protection and management
of the seowon, while also improving their understanding of World Heritage Sites.

The report also summarizes how Korea’s seowon came to be registered as World Herit-
age Sites. Seowon have much in common with other traditional East Asian educational
institutions, including those of China. However, since the building layout, dimensions,
and environment of Korea’s seowon reflect Neo-Confucian ideas, their architecture is
unique to Korea. In addition, as Neo-Confucian educational institutions, seowon repre-
sent Korea’s Neo-Confucian cultural tradition and form a crucial part of Korea’s educa-
tional and social traditions. Korea’s seowon reflect the history of how Chinese Neo-Con-
fucianism was changed and localized according to the unique characteristics of Korea.
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The Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies are exceptional testimony to cultural
traditions associated with Neo-Confucianism in Korea, in the form of educational and
social practices, many of which continue. The seowon illustrate an historical process in
which Neo-Confucianism from China was tailored to Korean local conditions resulting
in academies which are exceptional testimony of this transformative and localising pro-

cess in terms of function, planning and architecture.
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The Value of Seowon, a Traditional Korean
Institution of Learning

Lee, Kidong

(Honorary professor of Sungkyunkwan University)

The term seonbi refers to Confucian scholars in the Joseon period. Many scholars
were produced during Joseon at private Confucian academies, or seowon (FF), and
their seonbi spirit helped the dynasty last over 500 years.

The seowon system collapsed along with the dynasty. A major reason for the demise of
seowon education was because the government shut down the seowon during the Japa-
nese colonial period. In addition, the nation’s political, economic and educational
systems were all modernized and modeled after Western ways.

Korea adopted the Western system because Western culture as deemed to be more
advanced. Korea accepted Western culture, but failed to become like the West, and
Koreans became confused because they forgot their own ways.

Koreans will be truly unhappy if the West stays ahead of them, but things might change
if the West faces its limitations. Western culture is now facing a crisis. Individualism
has caused people to become isolated. Each person has to compete endlessly with
others to survive. Competition allows people to achieve some development initially, but
excessive competition will spawn bullying and suffering. People even destroy the natu-
ral environment to win out, and the earth is now in a great danger.

Toynbee said that when it was time for humans to leave the Earth, they should leave
everything behind except the Korean spirit of filial piety (32 hyo). Korean filial piety
stems from the idea of unity. What Toynbee said suggests that Koreans' hanmaum (one
mind, unity) spirit can serve as a special medicine to save the Earth.

Therefore, restoring the hanmaum spirit is urgently needed, and the seowon in Korea

will be the perfect educational institution for bringing the Korean spirit back. Korea’s
seowon will be able to revitalize the hanmaum spirit.
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The values of the Korean Seowon World Heritage
from other cultures perspectives

Ekaterina Shafray

(Assistant professor of Hannam University)

This presentation aims to view Korean Seowon (Neo-Confucian academies of the
Joseon Dynasty) in terms of its contemporary and historical role in Korea and
overseas as a historical heritage protected and recognized internationally. The
Seowon includes nine sites located in central and southern parts of Korea,
originally with deep connection to nature, and they are recently included into
UNESCO’s World Heritage List.

This presentation firstly considers Seowon from following perspectives: 1) ‘cultural
travel and current tourism destination possibilities; 2) architectural and
environmental features of hanok buildings and composition of buildings at the
heritage complexes; and 3) special Korean architecture features and characteristics
that can be seen at the sites. Then this presentation briefly reviews some recent
publications about Seowon’s architectural environment, studies and philosophical
principles that lay behind and shape up the distinctive qualities of Seowon; it
specifically focuses on publications that recently appeared in Internet and other
media that may have an interest for a large audience. It briefly summarizes
available publications in English language and other foreign languages.
This presentation tries to outline the ways and potential of Korean Seowon cultural
heritage to be well-recognized and presented to a foreign audience, including
international tourists. It seeks to engage in a conference’s discussion of Seowon’s
academies role for a broad understanding and representing of Korean traditions
and culture, from various perspectives, and contribute to a discussion on

traditional Korean architecture's perception and presentation to the outside world.
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1. Korean Seowon: Contemporary and Historical Role in Korea and Overseas
as a Historical Heritage

Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies, Introduction

'The property is located in central and southern parts of the Republic of Korea,
and comprises nine seowon, representing a type of Neo-Confucian academy of the
Joseon dynasty (15th -19th centuries CE), Fig.1.

Learning, veneration of scholars and interaction with the environment were the
essential functions of the seowons, expressed in their design. Situated near mountains
and water sources, they favoured the appreciation of nature and cultivation of mind
and body. The pavilion-style buildings were intended to facilitate connections to the
landscape. The seowons illustrate a historical process in which Neo-Confucianism
from China was adapted to Korean conditions." [Source: https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1498/]

Seowon is included in UNESCO's World Heritage List in 2019.

%": §

# & )
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30 L iy 4
. By o

Figure 1. Korean Seowon 9 Site Locations. Image source: UNESCO website

Seowon, Views and Locations

Seowon (Korean Neo-Confucian Academies), a group of nine educational institu-
tions established at the Joseon Dynasty (Fig.2). All site were designated as Korean
national cultural properties and historic sites. Since 2019 included in UNESCO World
Heritage List. Unlike 'Hyanggyo' (&ul/#f%), which is a public school, Seowon is a
private school established by Hyangchon (&&A}2]) society. Usually, a lecture hall and a
dormitory for education are placed in the front, while a shrine, a space dedicated to
Seonhyeon, is placed in the rear, following the layout of the 'Jeonhak-fu-myo' (Ast+8,
HITERER ).
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Image source: https:/newsv.daum.net/v/201905142303153862f=p
Figure 2. Seowon: Views and Locations.

Seowon, Locations of the Sites, in Relation with Nature Landscape (Montains and
Water)

The Fig.3 shows that seowons are closely related with Nature, and located near
mountains and water as part of appreciating nature and cultivating the mind and body.

[T 5 LAY 1] Lt | 4 FrweE
L 1 ¥R L | nemi

Image source: #E2] FEiEEE 'The Architecture of Seowon in Korea’
Figure 3. Seowon Location in Harmony with Nature (Mountains and Water)

Seowon, Historical Heritage and Education

Seowon (Korean Neo-Confucian Academies) were the most common educational
institutions of Korea during the mid- to late Joseon Dynasty. At that time they had similar
features with private Chinese academies of classical learning shuyuan.
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Seowon were private institutions, and combined the functions of a Confucian shrine
and a preparatory school. In educational terms, the seowon were primarily occupied
with preparing students for the national civil service examinations. In most cases,
seowon served only pupils of the aristocratic yangban class.

Nowadays, seowons have a value as a cultural and historical heritage.

2. Korean Seowon from following perspectives:

As Seowon has receiving more international recognition since it was included in
UNESCO World Heritage List, this presentation aims to consider it from following
perspectives:

- 'Cultural Travel' and Current Tourism Destination Possibilities;
- Architectural Features of Seowon Hanok Buildings and Composition of Buildings;
- Special Korean Architecture Features and Characteristics

The first perspective (‘Cultural Travel') views seowons in terms of availability of
various information related to domestic and international tourism. As long as individual
cultural tourism (individual tourism trail and selection of travel destination) is gaining
more popularity (with Youtube travel vlogs, Instagram and sns), it views various sources
of information that can have an interest for a large audience.

The second perspective (Architectural Features of Seowon) aims to briefly introduce
some of the patterns that can be observed in environmental and architectural seowon's
complexes organization as well as features of the buildings themselves. Architectural
features of seowon academies are well-presented in several Korean and foreign books
(books designated for international audience).

The third perspective (Special Korean Architecture Features) aims to point out
some characteristics of traditional architecture that is specific to Korea (through the
examples of seowons heritage).

'Cultural travel' and Current Tourism Destination Possibilities

One of the most common sources of information about Korean cultural and tourism
destinations is the website of Korea Tourism Organization ('Imagine your Korea)). It
gives a brief descriptions and explains about travel possibilities, etc. (Fig. 4)

- Oestinations by Region
Fp—— e .

Desanseowon Confucian Acadeny [UNESCO
World Heritage] {E*._P-H% [RuYl=3 A2
it

Seowon, Archlteciuial Exe h-ns‘-‘
Among Iniellectuals

Source: Imagine your Korea, travel information website Source: ktx magazine, 2020.10
Figure 4. Seowon ‘Cultural Travel’ and Tourism Destinations
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Recently there are more contemporary media sources of information (such as Facebook
pages and Youtube channels) that present the view on traditional architecture as it is
important and interesting thing to know and understand for a well-educated man.
Besides Korean websites, there are several international websites related to culture
tourism that give an idea about interesting travel destinations with hashtags and location
and provide a brief descriptions about the sites. Some focuses more on foreigners who
wish to have a cultural experience and understanding of Korea (Fig. 5).

Malclg, s

9 Seowoh
e 4 0= I D E
L]
HRA.q b ] nﬂ-::‘ ':':,".\f:,
(LY = - -
”
. Y

Source: Tripbucket website, https://tripbucket.com/dreams/dream/

Source: 'Feel the Real Korean heritage'
visit-seowon-south-korea-unesco-sites/

page on Facebook
Figure 5. Seowon Cultural Experience for Locals and for Foreigners

Architectural Features of Hanok Buildings and Composition of Buildings

The complexes of seowon buildings comprise of shrine, lecture hall, dormitories,
and pavilions and present a creative outline of Neo-Confucian concept in architecture
in Korea. One the examples shows the view of Dodong-Seowon (Fig.6)

]
paE 4
"
[T

"

Figure 6. The View of Dodong-Seowon (Plan, Section and Aerial View)
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Special Korean Architecture Features and Characteristics
Some of the important architectural features can be presented as follows:

- Landscape flowing into the built complex (relation to mountains and water)

+ The humility of expression brought the richness of nature

- Important role of the center courtyard of each Seowon

- Seowon's architectural expressions that best reified the new philosophical
world-view (Neo Confucianism) during the times of Joseon Dynasty

- Use of natural materials for traditional hanok (cooling the interior in summer and
heating the interior in winter, ondol and daecheong)

- Tiled roofs (giwa), wooden beams and stone-block construction; windows and doors
made with hanji (Korean traditional paper) have a great aesthetic value

3. Review of Publications about Seowon in English and other Foreign Languages

The reason to review the recent publications about seowon (focusing on those
written in English language) is to see the ways how traditional Korean architecture is
presented to an outside world. This presentation specifically focuses on publications
that recently appeared in Internet and other media (both popular and scholarly/educational)
that may have an interest for a large audience and shapes up the image of traditional
Korean architecture (Fig. 7-9).

Sang-hae Lee (2005). Seowon: Wikipedia page about Seowon (general information).
The Architecture of Korea's Private Academies  Available in langauges: English, Korean, French, Russian, etc.
(Korean Culture Series #2)

Figure 7. Popular Books and General Information about Seowon from Internet
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Seowon on Youtube & Media
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Figure 8. Seowon’s Presentation on Youtube

Seowon in Various Media and its International Recognition

Korean Drama/ Movie Computer Game

Loow
iz

(MUAFRE F28HH) (MBC, 2019) Computer game: Civilization IV

Drama was filmed at Sosuseowon Confucian Academy A

[ A2 A 1] Seowon appearance in the game

"Sosuseowon Confucian Academy, Yeongju / Sosu "An educational crisis in 16th Century Korea brought

Seowon [A4=A%] was a 'Seowon' [M€], i.e. a local about the seowon, a private institution designed to fill

private prep school, established by a local county chief, the scholarly void. The heavy emphasis on Confucian

Ju Sebung, in 1541. It is the first of its kind whose name teachings and rituals were often expressed in the

was bestowed by the throne. In fact, Seowons were the modest appearance of its structures. The preponderance

most common education institutions in mid- to late of aristocratic children attending made the seowon

Joseon Dynasty. These institutions mainly served ideal for discussing politics. This blend of Neo-Confucianism

preparing children from the aristocratic class for the and topical matters created an ideal setting to explore

national civil service examinations. new ideas about Korea's contemporary culture and
government.”

Figure 9. Apperance of Seowon in Various Media
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4. 'Ways and Potential of Korean Seowon Cultural Heritage to be Well-recognized
and Presented to a Foreign Audience

This presentation tries to outline the ways and potential of Korean Seowon
cultural heritage to be well-recognized and presented to a foreign audience, including
international tourists. For this purpose, it reviews several both popular and scholarly/
educational sources of information on Seowon Neo-Confucian academies available in
English language.

It seeks to engage in a Conference's discussion of Seowon's academies role for a
broad understanding and representing of Korean traditions and culture, from various
perspectives, and contribute to a discussion on traditional Korean architecture's
perception and presentation to the outside world.
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Proposals for the sustainable management
and protection of Korea’s seowon

Han Pilwon
(Department of Architecture, Hannam University)

This presentation will propose the problems and challenges of ensuring the sustaina-
ble protection and management of Korea’s seowon as World Heritage Sites based on an
understanding of the methods and international standard for the protection and man-
agement of such sites. First, to understand the potential problems related to protection
and management, the current status of the management of Korea’s seowon is exam-
ined, and the recommended protection and management guidelines provided based
on a review conducted by ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites)
when Korea applied for its seowon to be registered as World Heritage Sites are exam-
ined. Next, the typical heritage site management and protection structure is considered
based on the content of Managing Cultural World Heritage (UNESCO, ICCROM,
ICOMOS, and IUCN, 2013). According to this document, the core issues of managing
and protecting Korea’s seowon are the unification of laws and participation of locals. It
also states that finding standards and methods for addressing both of these issues will
be future challenges. This presentation discusses these two problems, as outlined
below.

First, the challenges of unifying protection and management laws, both domestically
and internationally, are explored. Also, methods of unifying and applying domestic
laws and systems, such as the Cultural Heritage Protection Act and Special Act for
World Heritage Site Protection, Management and Usage, are surveyed, and related
international standards, including UNESCO’s guidelines and manual and ICOMOS’
charter, are examined.

Second, ways of encouraging residents to participate in the protection and manage-
ment of seowon are looked at. In the long term, it is crucial that interested parties, such
as the members of seowon management, and local residents all participate in protec-
tion and management efforts, but there is no proven method for achieving that. There-
fore, a standard for the participation of local residents in the protection and manage-
ment of Korea’s seowon is proposed.
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Korean seowon, their historical value and
ways of utilization today

Lee, Haejoon
(Honorary professor of Kongju National University)

This presentation, while commemorating the first anniversary of Korean seowon
being registered as World Heritage Sites, is about a proposal on how to hand down
Korea’s seowon heritage and make the best use of it going forward. We are hoping to
turn Korean seowon and the Joseon scholar’s way of life into a global brand that pro-
motes Korea’s intellectual history and provide a competitive edge for the future.

Korean seowon were the cradles and home grounds for the brightest minds during the
Joseon period. Seowon were not just for advancing Neo-Confucianism but served as
local educational, cultural and research centers. They were the basis for Korean intel-
lectual and culture, and they were the symbols for advancing it. Scholars knew about
the mental state, morality and honor of self-cultivation, and they put them into every-
day practice. The Joseon seowon tradition represented the scholar’s exercise of both
moral and intellectual life. The seowon were spaces for ritual, instruction, relations and
social gathering, and they were also a living library and museum for Confucian culture.
Today they stand as a legacy that shows diverse lifestyles and characteristics of the
Korean Confucian scholar in traditional times.

At this conference, we introduces strategies to keep the seowon spirit alive and utilize
the nine seowon designated as World Heritage Sites, thereby making the most of the
seowon’s highbrow educational and historical significance: (1) Turn the characteristics
and totality (scenery, education, rites, people and sites) of the Korean seowon tradition
into contents. (2) Develop the unique cultural assets of each of the nine seowon into
different content packages. (3) Understand each target audience and develop diverse
programs to accommodate their interests and needs (according to users’ age, group
affiliations, and subject matter). Finally, for activities that encompass all nine World
Heritage seowon, we propose a tour the visits each site, programs linked to the seowon
theme, reenactments of seowon Confucianist meetings, and a Korean seowon culture
festival.

This summarizes a proposal for perpetuating and utilizing the nine seowon, and offers
guidelines for a joint utilization of the sites. Of course, these proposals and guidelines
are not perfect but, in the future, the people in charge at each seowon can review and
revise these proposals to help pass on the Korean seowon tradition to future
generations and utilize the seowon in the most equitable and beneficial manner.
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