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A Study of Shrine Religion on Cheju Island

Moon moo-byung

For this study, researchers investigated 250 shrines on Cheju island and
categorized them by their shapes and belief systems. The belief systems found
center on the mountain god, agriculture god, "doctor” god, snake god, ghost
god, and sea god. Their relationship to each other and their function in Cheju
shrine religion was examined.

On Cheju island, shrines of different types exist in such places as
mountains, forests, ponds, hills, beaches, and fields. The names of the
places decide the type, such as beach type, stream type, field type, forest
type, hill type, and cave type. In each shrine, a god resides who is believed
to protect the village. Each god is considered to have a mythical body called
"the body of the enshrined god”. Those divine bodies may be natural things
like trees, rocks, or statues of the Buddha made of sea .stone, wooden dolls,
or even just plates with the gods’ names. A shrine on Cheju usually has an
altar and is surrounded by a low fence. Besides being the god’s residence, it
is a place for exorcisms. Memorial ceremonies for the god are performed
here. Cheju's shrine religion is a civil religion handed down by the village
people through performing an annual exorcism and other rites when needed by
the people.

The shrine religion on this island is divided into five branches : mountain
god, rearing and healing god, snake god, ghost god, and sea god. The

various gods may be a husband and wife who sit side-by-side in a shrine, or
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the couple may sit separately in different shrines, even in different villages.
Cheju islanders of the past were linked by blood and region. In some shrine
religions, people regard the village ancestors as gods themselves who
pioneered the building of the village. The village god controls and provides
protection throughout the town. Another god, who is the wife of the village
god, is called the Seventh Day God. She lives separately from her husband
god because she ate pork whiie in pregnancy., which was a tabcc. This god
takes care of babies’ health or treats their skin diseases. That is similar to the
work of a physician or a surgeon. When cne’s baby is sick, its parent goes to

the shrine with some food, serves it on the altar, and prays. The Seventh Day

God is named from the date of its ceremony. The dates are the 7th, 17th, and
27th of each monti. And the god's exact name is "Seventii Day Grandmother
The shrine is not for group excrcism but for private devotion.

Cheju’s shrine religion is primarily for the village ancestor god for whom the
villagers get together in the early part of each year and perform an exorcism
and New Year's bows. They pray for peace, welfare, and a rich harvest for
the coming year. The religion also uses secondary private shrines such as for
the Seventh Day God. Thus the shrine religion is divided into two parts : pri-
mary and secondary. The snake god and ghost god shrines are also secondary
one used to worship ones family’s or one tribe's god of protection.

The snake god religion exists only in the southern part of Mt. Halla,
especially in Tosan-ri, located in the southwest of Cheju. The snake god is
also called "Eighth Day God, " a name also derived from the dates of the
memorial ceremony. This god follows everybody who is from this village. It
even follows women, who marry outside the village, to their new home. This
snake god is said to have come to Chejudo in disguise as a stone by following

Tosan merchants and it settled on "grasshopper hill” of Tosan-ri in the shape
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of a beautiful woman. People visit this god’s shrine on the 8th, 18th and 28th
when someone is sick. If a woman does not show devotion to this god, the
god will seek revenge when she marries by making her insane. To exorcise
this affliction, believers use an "Untying Ring" exorcism. A shaman makes
eight knots in a long cloth, has the patient sit down, puts the cloth on the
troublesome part of her body (where the snake sits, they believe) and then
unties the knots. This ceremony symbolizes the removal of sorrow. The knots
seem to mean SOrrow.

The ghost god religion is found mostly in the fishing villages. This god is
also regarded as a family god just as the Tosan snake god is. This god can
be very destructive, too. If a widow does not worship the god properly, it will
go into her body making her crazy. The ghost god, also called "nobility god”,
is found in various places that involve ships, mechanics, crafts, wealth, stock
farming, and mountains. These places reveal a variety of features of the
ghost god. However, this ghost of nobility is also a farcical god which "deifies
" ruined nobility. This god enjoys eating, playing and dancing. It likes to eat

pork and chase beautiful women. It can ruin a family through incurable

disease.

To placate this god, a "nobility playing” exorcism is used in which the god
is made fun of. When this exorcism is performed, people seek safety on the
sea or good fishing. However, when an insane person is exorcised, this is
called a "dancing exorcism”. In this case, the shaman dances to ridicule the
god. In this dance, a shaman appears with a paper mask of an old man. This
might be a form of an original mask play. It uses the satire and humor of its
old beggar's appearance to ridicule the bad god. When we see this nobility
play, we can find something similar to neuropsychiatry from the fact that this

ritual is used to prevent deviation within a community and remove the cause of
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disease in a patient's body. This god is not the religion of every villager,
however. So it is a secondary god similar to the Seventh Day God, who
enforces cooperation in the communities through active rituals.

The sea gods natually exist in the fishing regions. Those regions have
shrines called Kaedang, Tonjittang, and Namdang. They have stone altars
and fences and their sizes are small. Paessonwang, an example of a sea god,
is a god of ships. It protects sailing and provides an abundance of fish.
Fishermen and ship owners give memorial ceremonies and offer a sacrifice to
this spirit at dawn on the first and 15th of each month. The Dragon King God
is a protector of women divers and helps provide a rich harvest from the sea.
At any time during the diving season, the women divers select a day and
perform a ceremony at his shrine.

The ceremony for Paessonwang always uses pork in its rituals. Fishermen
usually carry a jawbone of a pig to this shrine as an offering to the spirits on
ships. This exorcism is called "Seeing at Yowang'. Through this exorcism,
they seek a good harvest in fishing. Women divers perform the ceremony for
the Dragon King God, so it is named “diving women exorcism’. Also
"Yongdung exorcism” is another name of this ceremony since it is performed
in Feburuary when the Yongdung god visits. The patterns of Cheju shrine
religions are as follows : First, the original spirits of shrine religions on Cheju
island were the sea god and mountain god. These basic types of shrine
religions started from nature, as protectors of the living, and from ancestor
worship. The mountain god and sea god, based on this, were spirits of the

religion of the small communities which had been involved in fishing before

villages were formed. These small groups began to settle into certain
residences and finally formed villages. They incorporated their original religion

into a shrine in their home village. This home village shrine religion was
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established during the transiton period from a fishing society to a cultivating
society and it encouraged the villagers' cooperation through the shamanistic
ceremonies. The book Explanation of Shrines shows how the religious system
divided and shows the functions of the gods including the breaking of the
taboo against eating meat. Later, this primary and secondary system evolved
into three levels viewed as upper, middle, and lower. This occurred during the
forming of the tribal nations from federations of families. These families, in
turn, traced their heritage back to the "Three Family Myth", the story of the
founding of Cheju. Therefore, the shrine myth can be thought of as the first
myth of Tamnaguk, the old Cheju.

Second, a shrine religion of a village was of two types: masculine and
feminine. The Confucian memorial ceremony was a masculine type and the
shamanistic exorcism was a feminine type. The memorial ceremony of
Confucianism is named Isaje or poje. The function of the poje ceremony,
however, seems to be based on shamanism. Feminine religion is well
represented by the Seventh Day God and the Eighth Day God as well as the
home village shrine religion. These feminine religions worshipped female gods
who decided and controlled the way of life.

In the Choson period of ancient Korea, the Confucian policy of the
government brought these masculine and feminine types of worship together,
but the memorial service was still a shamanistic performance. An old book,
New Adddition to Eastern Country Geography, states : "at Kwangyang shrine,
males and females offered sacrifices together”. Even now that type of village
ceremony takes place.

Third, Cheju Shrine religion ultimately helped the Cheju community to unite.
This resulted from both the primary and secondary religions. In the shrine

religion, the primary religion gradually spread to the secondary ones. Private
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prayers and exocisms by small groups evolved into community ceremonies. By
cooperating in periodic exorcisms, this brought the community closer together
as a group.

Moreover, the shrine religions’ primary and secondary aspects later evolved

into the three functions of medicine, surgery, and neuropsychiatry. But the
entire religious system is more complicated than simply this since there are
various shrines with different branches involving other minor gods worshiped
by different families and different villages. But, overall, this system of shrine

religion has served to bring the villagers together in greater cooperation.
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