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History and Culture of Mt. Halla and its Vicinity

Jeong Kwang-Joong

Professor of Jeju National University of Education,
Kang Chang Hwa

A Section Chief of Jeju Cultural Properties Laboratory
kim 11 Woo * Kim Jong Chan

Jeju Cultural Properties Laboratory

1. Human Environmental Characteristics of Mt. Halla and its vicinity

Mt. Halla means a lot to the people of Jeju Island. It is not only a living
ground but also a spiritual pillar they rely on. As such, the people of Jeju
say, ‘Mt Halla is Jeju Island and Jeju Island is Mt . Halla. This
expression reflects how Mt. Halla is itself revered by the people of Jeju as
well as how it serves as a foundation on which they lead their everyday
lives.

Jeju Island was formed by volcanic activity and Mt. Halla, high at the
center of the island, dominates its landscape. From Mt. Halla, gentle slopes
stretch down to the coastal areas. This characteristic has a great impact on
the living and economic activities of the islands residents. Since the
pre-historic age, the people of Jeju Island have occupied the middle range
of the mountain and coastal areas, creating villages and farms and relying
on the clean sea for food and for other activities. Jeju Island is located off
the southern coast of the Korean Peninsula surrounded by the East China
Sea. It faces Japan (Kyushu) to the east, China to the west, Japan (Ryukyu
Archipelago), Taiwan and the Philippines to the south, and the Korean

Peninsula to the north. Therefore, Jeju Island has served as a transportation
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hub linking islands to islands, and islands to the continent since the
pre-historic age.

The total area of the Jeju Islands is 1,831.6km, comprising 1.84% of Korea
land mass with a population of 547,209 (186,707 households, with more
females than males) as of 2002. Recently, population is concentrating on
Jeju City because Jeju City excels in its living environment including
education, administration, business, and cultural amenities.

Communities around Mt. Halla total 960ha, beneath sea level of 400m.
Since there have been little human activity above the 400m level, the
mountain has been well preserved without serious pollution or degradation.
Transportation around Jeju Island is heavily dependent on roads (82% of
roads are paved) with four national highways and two provincial roads
aided by the central government, as well as eight provincial roads and
1,918 roads in Jejus cities and counties. It is a recent trend that major
educational, industrial, and cultural facilities are moving to areas of higher

elevation (e.g. the middle range of the mountain).

2. Mt. Halla and its residents from a historical viewpoint

Mt. Halla has been called Mt. Halla from the late 14th century as far as
can be confirmed. Regardless of the mountains name, however, Mt. Halla
has been the living foundation of the Jeju people from ancient timed to the
present.

Mt. Halla has been regarded as a guardian, which blesses the people of
Jeju while punishing those who harm the island and its inhabitants. In
other words, Mt. Halla itself was and is God to Jeju people and they have
worshiped it since before ancient times. During the Goryeo Dynasty, the
government recognized the worshiping of the mountain by the Jeju people
and started to pay official tributes to the mountain. This national ritual

continued until the Chosun Dynasty.
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Mt. Halla also had a great influence on the living patterns and mentality
of the Jeju people. Mt. Halla, tall and wide, is located in a position
viewable from any place on the island. Because they believed their
ancestors emerged from Mt. Halla, the people of Jeju thought of Mt. Halla
as their mothers womb. Mt. Halla means so much that people find their
position and direction based on their relation to it. The size and
significance of Mt. Halla made it one of three spiritual mountains in Korea.

Economic and social activities on Jeju Island are centered around MLt.
Halla. Jeju Island is deemed to be the best place for grazing and some
people believe the god of stock farming endowed it. Many people have
made their living growing horses in the expansive grass fields around Mt.
Halla, and in turn, horses helped the people to expand their society and
economy, making Jeju Island what it is today. At the same time, many
industrial crops indigenous to Mt. Halla were so valuable that they were
once tributes to the central government. The natural habitat of Torreya
Forest (Pyeongdae-ri, Gujwa-eup, Bukjeju-gun) has long been protected and
managed by the government because of its biological value. The forest is
now known to be the biggest natural habitat of torreya with a sound
lower layer.

Those who climb Mt. Halla cannot but wonder at the beauty of it.
Before modern times, there were few people who climbed Mt. Halla.
Mountain climbing, however, has recently become one of the most popular
leisure activities as people learn about the benefits of hiking. Reflecting
these changes, five hiking trails have developed with the explosion of
annual visitors. Consequently, the environment of Mt Halla centering
around these hiking trails has been damaged. To restore Mt. Halla, parts of
the mountain have been closed for several years before making it accessible
to the public. This system was introduced on July 1st, 1994 and continues
until today. This is to help maintain the significance of Mt. Halla as a

spiritual and celebrated mountain.
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As stated earlier, Mt. Halla is Jeju Island and Jeju Island is Mt. Halla to
the people of Jeju. This is not just for geological reasons but also because
of the relationship they share. People of Jeju Island feel the existence of
the mountain in their everyday life. Further, Mt. Halla has symbolic
significance to all Koreans, who wish to see their country reunified again,

as expressed in the slogan, From Mt. Backdu to Mt. Halla.

3. Settlements in Cave Sites and Temples on Mt. Halla

1) Significance of Jonjaam and Ascetic Cave on Mt. Halla

Jonjaam and Ascetic Cave are the most representative of Buddhist relics.
A couple of writings are proof of Buddhist activities on this mountain. The
earliest literature on this is Donggookyeojiseunglam (Travel Sketches of the
East Country). The Jonjaam Excavation project confirmed it was built in the
13th century and it is the temple built at the highest elevation in Korea.
Ascetic Cave is closely associated with Jonjaam. It is found that ondol
rooms were built inside lava tube caves so that monks continued ascetic
exercises in the winter, utilizing the natural features as protection from the
elements.

Based on literature, unauthorized history, and excavation, it is believed
that the facilities of Jonjaam were built in two different time periods.
Construction methods, overlapping parts between the facilities, and layers
also support the fact that it was built in two different time periods.
Facilities presumed to be built between the late Goryeo Dynasty and early
Chosun Dynasty used square stone slabs. Relics found there are mostly
Inhwabunchang, fragments of celadon porcelain, and Myungmoonki. Its
main building and other facilities built during the early to middle Chosun
Dynasty used trimmed stones and remnants found there are white
porcelain and tile fragments.

The main building and subsidiary facilities were constructed on a wide
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stone field with four platforms. All shafts were constructed along with the
main building and other facilities during the first construction phase. It is
presumed that Buddhas relics are preserved in pagodas on the forth
platform. During the second phase of construction, some other facilities
were added: one building each on the first and second platform and a
monument like architect on the third platform. There are many signs that
lead to the assumption that the Ascetic Cave was the place where monks
of Jonjaam practiced austerities; records in literature, fantastic rocks and
stones, ondol fragments, the size of the cave (which can accommodate 30
to 40 people), and its location (near hiking trails).

Comprehensive research will confirm the relationship between the Ascetic
Cave and Jonjaam. When the research is complete, there will be new light

cast on the significance and history of Buddhism on Jeju Island.

2) Distribution and Features of Cave Sites

In Jeju cave sites, many natural and artificial remains have been found,
contributing to the restoration of the living environment of the prehistoric
age. As identified, cave sites served different functions: dwellings, tombs
and storage of shells. As Jeju Island was formed by volcanic activity, a
number of lava caves and marine caves are located throughout the island.
These sites have been occupied and used by people from the Neolithic
Age until now.

Based on excavated objects, it is assumed that people occupied caves as
settlement from the Neolithic Age to the latter part of Tamra period. The
use of caves has changed according to times and the caves locations.

During the Neolithic Age, caves located inland away from the seashore
were put into use. By the Bronze Age, people used caves located a little
closer to seashore than in the Neolithic Age. By the earlier part of the
Tamra period, people used caves located both inland and along the coast,

but in the latter part of this period, most caves used by people were
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located on the marine terrace. In the Neolithic Age, while coexisting with
open-air sites, cave sites were the life center and dwellings of Neolithic
people, and other sites appearing on the field are assumed to indicate their
range of activities. Field sites used as dwellings did not appear until the
Bronze Age. Cave sites from the Bronze Age have a thin sedimentary layer
and only a few excavated artifacts. This period is thought to be the
transitional period where dwelling shifted from inside caves to outside the
caves. There had been a significant increase in the number of cave sites
during the earlier part of the Tamra period with field sites spreading all
over the island, an extension of cave use from the past period. In the
latter part of the Tamra period, the number of cave sites decreased and
people moved closer to the seashore. Jeju Island was at that time known
as the nation of Tamra, and most of its hamlets were built along the coast.
Similarly, cave sites used during the period are also found on the marine
terrace. The dwelling function of cave sites had been lost with the
prevalence of large-scale hamlets and other field sites from the Tamra
period. Included among the field dwelling sites, cave sites are considered
to be used as a special facility for purposes such as rituals, tombs,

temporary shelter for hunters, storehouses, and shelter related to fishing.
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