The Significance of Cheju Island Feng-shui

David J. Nemeth *

Esteemed audience. I am pleased to have this rare opportunity to speak to
Cheju Islanders of the significance of Cheju Island feng-shui Indeed, Cheu
Island feng-shui is significant to me, personally, for it has shaped my entire
professional life and my research agenda. As some of you know, I published a
book in 1987 titled The Architecture of Ideology. in which 1 introduce the
Western world to Cheju Island feng-shui, and to a concept called “enlightened
underdevelopment.”” 1 cannot separate the two, and wherever I go to speak on
one, I speak of the other.

For example, | was invited a few years ago to speak on the topics of
enlightened underdevelopment and Cheju Island feng-shui at an international
conference on World Peace, held in the sacred city of Puna, India. There I met
the Dalai Lama, as well as other religious leaders, mystics, environmentalists,
scientists, and politicians, They were all very interested in Cheju Island feng-
shui, and compared and contrasted it to similar Indian theories and practices of
residential site selection called “Vastu”(see, for example, Cox: 2000). I am
telling you this story because I want you to know that the world today is
interested in rediscovering traditional paths of knowledge that increase peace
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1) “The term enlightened underdevelopment connotes the systematic environmental

planning and benevolent despotism that has weighed in advance the social [and
environmental] oosts of scientific and technological progress in a stable peasant
agrarian environment, and thus envisions cautious resistance to the disruptive
change that such progress invites. (Nemeth 1987: 165,)
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and harmony, and Cheju Island feng-shui is such a knowledge path. The world
wants to know more about it. That is why we are gathered here today, to
discuss and to propagate knowledge about Cheju Island feng-shui theories and
practices that the world wants and needs.

I first encountered Cheju Island feng-shui as a Peace Corps Volunteer: I
armved on Cheju Island in February of 1973 by propeller airplane. That was a
clear, cold day. From the bright skies above Cheju I could see an extraordinary
cultural landscape, where hundreds of walled-tombs spread widely across the
Cheju farmscape and foothills, I asked myself at that time, “Why are so many
of these tombs in the cultivated fields, taking up valuable agricultural space?”
The answer was, of course, that tomb distributions were the accumulated
outcome of hundreds of years of islanders believing in feng-shui theories and
practices. 1 came to discover that the tombs and their locations were an
integral part of a traditional Cheju Island cultural landscape that was an
organism: a sincere landscape organism created by a virtuous people who were
part of it.

At that time I didn't know anything about feng-shui But I was curious,
and many kind and generous Cheju Islanders over the years have tried to
answer my questions and to help and teach me all about it, In particular, Kim
Ji-hong. and Pak Dong-hwan were very helpful, But frankly, most Cheju
Islanders during the 1970's and 1980's were baffled by my interest in feng-
shui. The South Korean government was at that time was working very hard
to modemize Cheju Island, and to convince Chej Islanders that their feng-shui
thinking was old-fashioned nonsense, useless and even dangerous because it
was an obstacle to local and national economic growth,

Some people were perplexed and even alarmed that I was roaming around
on the island claiming that Cheju Island feng-shui was profound and significant.
I remember that my behavior was considered so odd that it was newsworthy:
A television news crew from the Korean Broadcasting Company even followed
me around and photographed and interviewed me and others for several days
as [ searched for example of Cheju Island myongdang chadi. An episode about
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my activities was televised nationally, but the content was heavily edited and
distorted in an official effort to discredit Cheu Island feng-shui. Frankly, local
and national government policy was dedicated to destroying its influence.

In 1977, according to a public survey, about 65% of the Cheju residents,
mostly the elderly, still believed in the efficacy of feng-shui siting, Government
land-use surveys also determined that about 2% of Chepd' s cultivable lands
were in tombs, Many of you may recall how the government began to remove
the remains of ilegal feng-shui burials into cemeteries. Even the registered
owners of legal tombs within 100 meters of roadways were ordered to remove
their tombs--or else. The tomb-owners were offered the equivalent of sixty
dollars American “for their inconvenence.,” Against this trend I was racing to
gather my evidence of the significance of Cheju Island feng-shui, Mainly, 1 was
interesting in discovering visible patterns in the Cheu Island cultural landscape
that indicated the cumulative impact of landscape-shaping processes of feng-
shui theories and practices at work, For example, | was interested if the Cheju
Island “stone grandfathers” fit into some greater cosmological scheme than was
indicated in the tourism literature. Perhaps their origins and traditional
distributions on Cheju Island related somehow, directly or indirectly, to feng-shui
theories and practices,

I believed from the start, and even more so today, that feng-shui, and
especially Cheju Island feng-shui, offers a significant and profound way of
thinking about life and finding social and spiritual contentment in life, I
surmized from my studies and interviews that to Cheju Island feng-shui
believers, the only thing certain in life was change itself,. What is a feng-shui

believer? To be most concise, it is someone who ritually strives to be”

In the right place
Facing the right direction

2) "To be in the right place facing the right direction doing the right thing at the night
time is. then, a cross between being practically efficient and being ritually correct. It
is being in tune with the universe,” (Feuchtwang 1974.)
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Doing the nght thing
At the right time

Feng-shui believers also seem to agree that that their aspirations and well-
being are shaped by

Destiny
Luck
Feng-shui
Virtue

Education

-- roughly, in that order,

[ think feng-shui believers accept that their freedom to act is limited within
the constraints of this hierarchy, but, that they might influence their luck by
investing in feng-shui rituals. This relation between human freedom to act-
within-constraints and their belief in feng-shui seems subtle, I contemplated, for
example, how the [-Ching classic(1967:328-329), was integrated within feng-
shui theories and practices: The I-Ching teaches that observing nature’ s self-
organizing principles in physical space was inspirational in the formation of early
East Asian agricultural civilization. These principles by which Nature organizes
itself in physical space would seem to include”:

Centrality

Connectivity

Hierarchy

Symmetry (proportion)

Periodicity

Similarity at different scale

3) See also the “three premises” of feng-shui siting as articulated by Yoon (1974:24)
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Completeness

It is in the context of these principles and their constraints that I would like
to refer again to my initial curiosity about the Cheju Island stone grandfathers.
[ attempted to relate the traditional pattern of the stone grandfathers on Cheju
[sland to processes of local feng-shui theories and practices, and also to the
concept of enlightened underdevelopment. To my mind, the traditional pattern
of stone grandfather on Cheju Island was the outcome of a meaningful
coincidence between Cheju Islanders being practically efficient as individuals in a
Neo-Confucian agricultural civilization, and being ritually correct through their
feng-shui theories and practices,

Cheju Island feng-shui emerged along with the stone grandfathers as a
unique combination of Taoist, Buddhist, Confucian and Shamanistic influences
that came to fruition in pre-industrial times to create its near-ideal organic
landscape. in which the people themselves were both the architects and the
beneficiaries. The stone grandfathers were just one example of the artifacts of
these architects, But what do their traditional patterns of distributions teach us
about the landscape-shaping processes of feng-shui?

To answer this question I speculated that the creation and distribution of the
stone grandfathers demonstrated in part the outcome of Cheju peoples
observing and leaming from Nature' s self-organizing principle of “similarity at
different scale” For example, in observing Heaven from mid-latitude positions
in East Asia, the star pattem in the vicinity of the North Pole star was
idealized as having two guardian stars, also called “attendants” or “assistants”
For discussion purposes, it it consistent with feng-shui thinking that these twin
guards are also symbolized on the feng-shui compass. And, on earth,
Mountains Paektusan and Chirisan form natural guards in relation to the royal
palace in Seoul, centered on the Korean peninsula,

On Cheju Island, the famous stone grandfathers of Cheju were traditionally
positioned as residential guards at the gates of the three district capitals: Chep,
Chongui and Taepn. However, paired megaliths protecting human habitats at
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larger and smaller scales on the Island can be also identified: for example: The
twin peaks Iich’ ubong and Sanbansan seem positioned facing the China Sea, as
guards to the southermn approaches to the Korean peninsula, Also, There are
two large megaliths in Cheju City that appear to have guarded the Island
against threats from the north, At smaller scales on the island, there are vilage
guards, farmstead guards, and tomb guards. In general, the larger the residence,
the larger the size of the guards, In conclusion, the provenance and pattern of
the traditional distribution of stone grandfathers on Cheju Island can be related
through feng-shui thinking to a celestial prototyle, Cheju Islanders may have
used the celestial template to create a feng-shui landscape on the island at all
scales of human habitat. Thus the long-term operation of feng-shui s
systematic rituals and processes on Cheju Island resulted in the complex feng-
shui landscape that I encountered and attempted to document after 1 first

ammrived here,

Celestial prototype: paired guards near the Emperor Star
Cheju Island’ s traditional Stone Grandfathers:
Paired Island guards in Cheju City
Paired guards at the gates of Cheju City and two district capitals
Paired guards at village gates
Paired guards at farmstead gates
Paired tomb guards

I will end my presentation with a proposal, It makes good sense for people
around the world who might want to learn more about Cheju Island feng-shui
be invited to explore and learn about its wealth of knowledge right here, on
this island. Cheju National University and the Tamna Institute might, for
example, begin to offer credit courses and workshops on the topic of Cheju
Island feng-shui. These courses could be offered both on-site, and on-line
through the Internet, or through Distance Learning. CNU might also design and
promote guided tours of feng-shui sites on the Island. for Koreans and for
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international tourists,

In these specific ways then, those of us here today might begin to commit to
the preservation, conservation and restoration of a once-complete and sincere
Cheju Island feng-shui landscape inhabited by a virtuous people. This, anyway,
is my vision. Of course, I am committed to helping you achieve these goals in

anyway I can, Thank you.
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