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Embracing Tradition:

My Journey at the Byeongsanseowon
Confucian Academy Memorial Ceremony

Adrian Hill

Adrian Hill is from North Carolina, United States.

She studied finance and economics at UNC Charlotte and graduated in 2019 to enter the banking industry.

She came to Korea after making an impromptu decision to feach English for a year after graduating from school.

Soon affer she arrived in Korea, she became a 'travel correspondent' on the YouTube channel of the New York office of the

Korea Tourism Organization, and was given the opportunity to travel to various small villages in Korea.

She is working with other agencies in Korea to promote Korean culture such as K-Food, K-Beauty, and K-Wave on SNS, tourist

attractions, and various events held in Korea.

Feeling the Confucian tradition and
the connection with the ancestors
through the incense smoke

The Byeongsanseowon Confucian Academy stands
as a testament to the rich cultural heritage of South
Korea, its walls steeped in centuries of tradition and
wisdom- so it was without hesitation that I accepted
the invitation to attend the memorial ceremony
when I received the offer. As I stepped onto the
sacred grounds of the academy, I couldn't help but
feel a sense of awe at the history and tradition that
surrounded me. Walking up the steps to the memorial
site, I quickly found myself surrounded by 32
attendees, known as Yusa, wearing yellow traditional
Korean attire known as hanbok, complemented by a

gat or yuguan (traditional hat) and gomusin footwear.
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01 _ Adrienne Hill is studying with students at
Andong Byeongsanseowon Mandaeru

02 _ The traditional-dressed priests are
climbing the shrine.
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Shortly after arriving, I encountered a gathering of
male students, referred to as Yusaeng, clad in light blue
attire and engaging in an educational session about
the ceremony's historical significance. I joined them
briefly, asking the young men about their motivation
for attending the ceremony- to which they expressed
that they felt both honored and duty-bound to
uphold the tradition for the benefit of past and future

generations.

After joining the attendees for a filling dinner of
steamed fish, yukhoe (raw beef), and miyeok (seaweed)
soup- dusk began to descend. The moment drew near
for the commencement of the ceremony's division
of work, which would begin to unfold within the
lecture hall. “Open, Open”, were the first words I
heard- signaling the start of the ritual. This next phase
commenced with the Yusas assembling in a rectangular
formation, offering respectful bows before assuming
their seats. I watched as each Yusa confirmed his
attendance to the leader of the ceremony. Shortly after,
a hanging wooden board that was filled with a list of
names in calligraphy was detached from the back wall
and brought to the front of the room. A Yusa began
to carefully remove the paper from the board, rolling
it tightly, and would then transfer it for archival
placement. I watched as the wooden board was then
recovered in paper by one Yusa, while the eulogist
opened a black chest of calligraphy ink and began to
inscribe intricate Chinese characters in thick ink- an
act that would signify their commitment to honoring
the memory of Confucian scholars and their teachings.
After completion of the eulogy composition, it was
time to proceed to the final segment of day one:
Arrangement of food offerings. I followed my fellow
attendees into a room on the right side of the academy
where the Yusas took position on their knees, directing
their attention to the brown kang-style tables. On one
side of the room lay a group of tables holding moist

and dry offerings such as pork, fish, and water parsley,
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while on the other side sat a large container of rice.
I watched in silence as rice offerings were carefully
poured into a white drawstring bag, then carried across
the room to join the rest of the food. Just after 9 PM,
the process of arranging food offerings would draw to
a close, as each Yusaeng would individually approach
the shrine with their table and place the sealed food

offerings.

As I approached the academy the next morning, I was
welcomed by the Yusas, again dressed predominantly
in yellow hemp fabric, though three stood out in
elegant dark blue hanboks, while the president
adorned a vibrant magenta hanbok. The Yusas
began to make their way up the steps of the shrine,
signaling the start of “Chwiwi” - which consisted of
the primary wine officiant carefully inspecting the
food arrangement on the table once more followed
by all participants bowing twice before the shrine. I
moved closer to the shrine's doors, where the scent of
burning incense wafted through the air, signaling the
commencement of "Bunhyangnye"- also known as an
invitation for spirits to attend the ceremony. Above the
burning incense laid three goblets and an assortment
of sacrificial offerings. I noted how detailed this phase
of the ceremony was - a timely process that involved
several steps, with the next being “Jeonpyerye”-
the ritual of offering a sacred gift followed by
“Choheonnye”- the offering the first goblet of wine.
I could no doubt feel the maintained connection
that attendees were able to keep with their ancestral
spirits during these rituals. Soon after, I listened as
the eulogy was read (Dokchuk) and watched as each
Yusa kneeled in synchronized motion. The rituals
continued, with the second and third goblets of wine
being offered inside the doors of the shrine. The sun
had now begun to peak over the mountains and it was
time for “Eumbongnye”. I watched as a kang table
would be placed outside the shrine doors facing the

west, where the president of the Yusas, dressed in a



vibrant magenta hanbok, kneeled over a piece of meat
and drink plated on gold tableware. Immediately after,
I watched as the remainder of the Yusas bowed on
their straw mats lined across the grass for recognition
of the Eumbongnye. The piece of meat, once placed
on the table, was then wrapped in paper as a final
farewell to the spirits. A final series of bows soon
took place, once more performed by all attendees.
By 7AM, the students, or Yusaeng, began to conduct
the “Cheolbyeondu,” which is the act of moving
the byeon and du to express farewell to the spirits.
Within the next 15 minutes, the Memorial Rite would
begin to conclude. I watched as each member lifted
a silver goblet while one read Village Codes aloud
to the group, followed by several Yusas standing and
expressing gratitude to each other- a moment where I
looked around and could not help but feel an immense
sense of gratitude and appreciation for the ceremony I

had just been apart of.
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Participating in the ceremony itself was a deeply
immersive experience. From the intricate rituals
performed by the officiants, to the history I was able
to learn in my short visit to the academy, every aspect
of the ceremony did an excellent job at signifying
the legacy of Confucianism in Korean culture. One
particular moment that stood out to me was the
offering of incense at the altar. As the fragrant smoke
wafted upwards, I couldn't help but feel a sense
of connection to the generations of scholars who
had come before me. It was a true reminder of the
continuity of tradition and the timeless wisdom that

the academy represented.

Alja(volunteer) pouring alcohol to eat the food
dedicated to the sacrifice
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The Nation’s Role in the Conservation and
Use of ‘Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’ as
Serial Heritage Properties

Ye-na Lee (Head of the World Heritage Policy Division, Heritage Policy Bureau, Korea Heritage Services)

‘The provision for and execution of a comprehensive management
plan following the inscription of serial properties on the World
Heritage List is recommended by the UNESCO World Heritage
Committee as the most important procedure. This means the
properties with comparative Outstanding Universal Value (OUV)
should understand and share the situation of each property and
place mutual effort to maintain the OUV rather than to strive
for individual maintenance. In this view, ‘Seowon, Korean Neo-

Confucian Academies’ is an exemplary case.

Five Years since the Inscription — Expanding
the Value of Seowon towards Greater Outreach

On May 11, 2024, a ceremony was held at Pilam-seowon
Confucian Academy, located in Jangseong-gun, Jeollanam-do,
to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the inscription of ‘Seowon,
Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’ on the UNESCO World
Heritage List. Key figures from institutions responsible for the
maintenance of Seowon joined the ceremony, including Board
Director Bae-yong Lee from the World Heritage Integrated
Management Center for Korean Seowon, Deputy Director
Kyeong-hoon Lee from Korea Heritage Service, and Governor
Yeong-rok Kim from Jeollanam-do Province to discuss the
past efforts and to stress the importance of public outreach
towards continued expansion of Seowons’ values.

‘Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’ was inscribed to the
List at the 43" World Heritage Committee session in 2019, held
in Baku, Azerbaijan, as the 14™ World Heritage site in Korea.
Since the first inscription in 1995, which included Seokguram
Grotto and Bulguksa Temple, Jongmyo Shrine and Haeinsa
Temple Janggyeong Panjeon, and the most recent inscriptions
in 2023 of Gaya Tumuli, the Republic of Korea has inscribed
a total of 16 sites on the World Heritage List during the past

three decades. While simple statistics would show an inscription
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every two years, in truth 7 heritage sites were listed over five
years between 1995 and 2000. After a 7-year-long pause, 9 sites
were added to the list starting with the 2007 inscription of Jeju
Volcanic Island and Lava Tubes. The most visible characteristic
of Korea’s history of inscriptions is the transition from single
property inscription, as visible in Jongmyo Shrine and Hwaseong
Fortress, to inscription of properties in series, or heritage sites
with the same OUV despite their distribution across the nation,
as witnessed in the cases of Gochang, Hwasun and Ganghwa
Dolmen Sites (2000, 3 sites); Sansa, Buddhist Mountain
Monasteries in Korea (2018, 7 sites); Seowon, Korean Neo-
Confucian Academies (2019, 9 sites); Getbol, Korean Tidal
Flats (2021, 4 sites); and Gaya Tumuli (2023, 7 sites). While
the inscription of serial properties is difficult due to the selection
of sites that satisfy Outstanding Universal Value (OUV), if
one is able to organize the sites based on strong research and
investigation foundation, they can be inscribed on the World
Heritage List with stronger integrity and authenticity.

Criteria for the inscription of serial properties as described
above are as follows.

‘Gochang, Hwasun and Ganghwa Dolmen Sites” consist of
stone monuments that satisfied the inscription criteria (iii) in
that they showcase the technology and the societal situation
of the ancient period. ‘Sansa, Buddhist Mountain Monasteries
in Korea’, a comprehensive temple for religious practices and
everyday life of a religious community that continues to this
day, satisfied the criteria (iii) as they not only maintain the
authenticity of a spatial organization that reflects Buddhist
religious values but also as a sacred site where religious
activities have been sustained continuously. ‘Gaya Tumuli’, the
most recent addition to the list, also satisfied the criteria (iii)
as they are important evidence that demonstrates a unique
system that maintained autonomous and lateral relationships
with neighboring nations and showcases the diversity of

ancient civilizations in East Asia.



Activities at the World Heritage Integrated
Management Center for Korean Seowon that
Connect Seowon to the Public

In the case of ‘Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’, the
inscription criteria (iii)* was satisfied in that they demonstrate
an outstanding case of architectural typology as architectural
sites where an educational system was created for practicing
Neo-Confucian education during the Joseon dynasty. Nine
sites: Sosu-seowon (Yeongju-gun, Gyeongsangbuk-do
Province), Namgye-seowon (Hamyang-gun, Gyeongsangnam-
do Province), Oksan-seowon (Gyeongju-si, Gyeongsangbuk-
do Province), Dosan-seowon (Andong-si, Gyeongsangbuk-
do Province), Pilam-seowon (Jangseong-gun, Jeollanam-
do Province), Dodong-seowon (Dalseong-gun, Daegu),
Byeongsan-seowon (Andong-si, Gyeongsangbuk-do Province),
Museong-seowon (Jeongeup-gun, Jeonbuk State), and Donam-
seowon (Nonsan-si, Chungcheongnam-do Province) are the
ones whose World Heritage values have been recognized.

The inscription of serial properties is not an easy task. Since
the sites are distributed across different regions, without
a proper center, difficulties in each step of the procedure
from research and investigation to application preparation
cannot be avoided. Furthermore, it is typically more
difficult to pursue comprehensive maintenance following
the inscription than the inscription itself. Many have
witnessed situations of conflicts among municipalities and/
or associated institutions, which result in a disturbance in
the stable comprehensive maintenance. However, UNESCO
World Heritage Committee recommends the preparation of
comprehensive management and its execution as the most
important follow-up to the inscription of serial properties
to the List. This means that heritage sites with the same
OUYV should understand and share each other’s situation
and strive for mutual efforts in maintaining the OUV. In
this regard, ‘Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’

is an exemplary case. Following the inscription, the World

* Selection criteria (iii): to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony
to a cultural tradition or to a civilization which is living or which has
disappeared
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Heritage Integrated Management Center for Korean Seowon
was established with support from all associated municipal
governments to create a comprehensive website and pursue a
diverse array of research and projects including symposiums,
educational programs and promotional activities. I hope to
see the continual development of activities from the Center

serve as an important bridge between Seowon and the public.

Expanding the World Heritage-related Budget
for Protection of the Heritage Sites

On the other hand, from the cultural heritage perspective,
‘Seowon, Korean Neo-Confucian Academies’ is subject to a
conservation management and support system based on the
“Act on Conservation and Utilization of Cultural Heritage”
(previously the “Cultural Heritage Protection Act”) and the
“Special Act on Conservation, Management and Utilization of
World Heritage.” A long-term plan titled “Operative Plan for
Conservation, Management and Utilization of World Heritage
(2023-2027)” has been established which allows the interested
parties, including municipalities, the Center and the directors
from each Seowon to cooperate in the management and
conservation of Seowon sites. For an unobstructed operation
of the Plan, the Korean Heritage Service provides financial
support that matches the municipal funding with federal
funding towards ‘conservation and management of world
heritage’. In addition, budget support for comprehensive
promotion and utilization of the sites towards the expansion of
World Heritage values has been in place since 2020 following
the inscription. Comprehensive promotion and utilization
projects at the Center, as discussed above, strive to achieve a
positive effect in terms of increasing the capacity of heritage
managers and alluring public participation. Yet, stable and
sustained protection and utilization of heritage require
systematic support from both the federal and municipal
governments. While human resources and financial support
are both significant, they are always lacking in terms of
resource distribution. In the future, we should strive to expand
the budget for the World Heritage sites so that adequate

protection and utilization of the sites can take place.
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