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One of the most striking things about Seoul is the almost complete lack of temples or other places of worship.

      In the centre of the city there is a so-called Altar of the Earth where, no more than once a year, the Emperor goes to sacrifice; a small Temple of Heaven, a reproduction on a smaller scale of the temple of the same name in the Chinese capital; in the northern part of the city, a so-called Confucian Temple where the tablets of Confucius and his disciples are kept; scattered here and there, three or four shrines dedicated to the Spirit of War; and that concludes the list.

These places, it should be added, all have, so to speak, an exclusively votive character; they are not associated with any ​​liturgical practice.

Now one of the questions I am most often asked is this: What is the dominant religion in Korea?

My initial reaction would be to answer: None! But then, taking the word religion to mean more than just the regular practice of an established cult, it would be more accurate to answer that there are three dominant religions in Korea, superimposed one on the other: Confucianism (since by common consent it is counted as a religion, although in reality it is nothing more than a very pure agnostic moral code), Buddhism and Shamanism, comprising the whole shapeless mass of popular beliefs that form the true basis of the people's religion.

Confucianism is the moral foundation of the life of the nation. Korean society is in its inner essence distinctly Confucian; there is not a prefecture in the country which does not have its own little temple dedicated to Confucius.

Buddhism, after being greatly honoured in the peninsula for many centuries, was officially proscribed when the current dynasty was founded, leaving only an ill-defined belief in an after-life in the Korean soul.

Shamanism, with all its spirits and evil geniuses, is the true religion of the people. The Korean spends his life in the sole and perpetual hope of averting the influence of evil spirits, while procuring the protection of benevolent ones.

Of these three religions, the last is undoubtedly the oldest. Although containing many beliefs of Taoist and also Buddhist origin, Shamanism certainly originated in Korea, and in it we must recognize the disordered beliefs of the first inhabitants of the peninsula.

Examining each of these religions separately, it is difficult to establish exactly when Confucianism was introduced in Korea. However, we know for certain that the classic texts of this Creed were brought to the peninsula by Cioi Ci Uon, who lived around the year 70 BC.

Discussion of any topic referring to Korea always presupposes some knowledge of the civil and religious institutions of China, just as knowledge of the institutions of Greco-Roman civilization forms the necessary basis for any teaching in our Western countries. Such an assumption is even more necessary in the special case of Confucianism, which embodies the very essence of the Chinese soul. Therefore, before describing the special form of Confucianism to be found in Korea, a quick mention of the life and work of the great Chinese philosopher might be useful.
Confucius, or more properly Kong-fu-tze (in Korean Kong-già), the "Philosopher of the Kong family," was born in the small Duchy of Lu, in northern China, in the year 550 BC. As a child he showed wisdom beyond his years and an extraordinary thirst for knowledge. He married at nineteen and, at a very young age, undertook long journeys through the different states of the Chinese empire, staying at the Courts of the princes he hoped to convert to his political concepts and moral standards. But Confucius was a wise man, honest in character and intentions, and many princes on this earth have preferred the company of agreeable courtiers and false flatterers to the counsels of wise and honest men. His precepts accordingly gained few followers amongst the powerful, and he turned to private teaching, attracting large numbers of devoted and enthusiastic disciples from all parts of the empire. The master taught love for what is good, preaching the finest principles of moral virtue: filial love above all, brotherly love, conjugal fidelity, faith in friends, loyalty to the prince. "The doctrine of our Master, Kong-Fu-tzè” – we read in the Lun Yu (in Korean Non-ö, Teachings of Confucius) – “consists solely in this: to be righteouss of heart and to love one’s neighbor as oneself. "

Confucius is held to be the true founder of ancestor worship, which he saw as an extension to the dead of filial piety, and not as a positive belief in a future state.

Some said, wrongly, that he founded a new religion: he was only a great, a very great teacher of ethics. He created nothing, but, being a profound connoisseur of the nature and history of the people he was addressing, he fashioned a coherent body of teachings from the age-old customs they were already observing, highlighting their moral side.

On the subject of life after death, he never committed himself. To a disciple who asked him for explanations of death and the after-life, he replied: "We don't know what life is, how could we ever know what death is?" To another who asked him how men should serve the higher gods and spirits, he replied: "When you are not fit to serve men, how could you serve their spirits?"

In the last years of his life Confucius devoted himself to revising the classics, compiling and arranging all those moral maxims he had come across or heard, but he never wrote any original works. He died at 73, having survived his wife and his only son.

The following summary of Confucian doctrine, as it appears in the preface to Dr Gabrieli's Encheiridion Confucianum, is taken from the Memoirs of Father Amiot:

“Man, being a reasonable creature, is made to live in society: there is no society without government, no government without subordination, no subordination without superiority. Legitimate superiority, prior to any particular privilege, comes only from birth or from merit: superiority from birth comes from the difference in age; superiority acquired by merit or talent consists in the art of winning the affection of others. Thus it is natural that the father and the mother rule the children, that adults rule those who are under age, and, in human society, that he who can so win the affection of his fellows that they obey him – a rare talent, a sublime science, which is believed at first to be the prerogative of a few privileged beings, but which in reality belongs to all mankind, since it is based on humanity and humanity is nothing more than man himself.

“Having more humanity than others means being more humane than others, and therefore worthy to command them. Humanity is therefore the foundation of everything, the first and most noble of all virtues. To love man is to have humanity, that is, to possess the virtue that the word Zen (man) brings.

“We must therefore love ourselves and love others. But in this love for oneself and one’s  fellow men, there is certainly a measure, a difference, a rule that assigns to each individual his legitimate share; and this is justice (yi).

“Humanity and justice are what they are, regardless of our will; but in order to practise them  and apply them in an uniform way, established laws, time-honoured customs, and certain ceremonies are needed. Observance of these laws, compliance with these customs, and performance of these ceremonies, make up the third of the cardinal virtues, the one that assigns to each his particular duty (li), that is, order.
“To perform all these duties correctly without disturbing the system of order, one must know how to know and to distinguish, one must know how to apply this sure knowledge and this wise discernment opportunely; this correct application, this prudence, this wisdom, constitute  righteousness of spirit and heart (ci), which causes everything to be examined without preconceptions, with the sole aim of knowing the truth, and which makes us hold fast to this truth in order to validate it or to regulate one’s own conduct in accordance with what it teaches.

 "Humanity, justice, order, righteousness can also falter at every step: therefore a faithful companion is required who never abandons them, a protective shield against self-love, personal interest and the whole crowd of enemies that unceasingly assaults them. This faithful companion, this safe shield, is sincerity or good faith (sin). Sincerity enhances our actions and gives them merit. Without sincerity, what appears to be virtue is only hypocrisy; what shines and gleams, is nothing but a flash of lightning, which the tiniest breath of the lightest passion is sufficient to extinguish.

“These five virtues are derived from each other and support each other. They form a chain that binds all men together, producing their mutual safety and happiness - a chain that cannot be broken without breaking the bonds and the foundation of society at the same time. "

This, then, summarizes the ethical part of Confucian doctrines, which are expounded in greater detail in the Sse-shu (in Korean Kyung Su) or the Four Classics. The first of these books is the Ta-hsio (in Korean Ta Hak), the "Sublime Knowledge," by Tseng-tzè, a disciple of Confucius, who collected the teachings of the Master in it. Then comes the Ciung-yung (in Korean Ciung Yong), the "Doctrine of the Middle," collected by Confucius' grandson, Tse-ssè. The third classic is the Lun-yu (in Korean Non-ö), "Philosophical Entertainments" or "Teachings," which contains all the memorable sayings of Confucius and the answers he gave to his disciples on various questions. The fourth classic is the work of Mencius (in Korean Mang-gia), the second of the great Chinese philosophers and the greatest and most original of the continuers of Confucius' moral work.

These works are extremely popular in Korea, as they are in the whole Mongolian world. Equally popular are the Five Canonical Texts, Whu-king (in Korean O Kyung), in which Confucius collected the memories, customs and songs of his age. Until a few years ago, these Confucian texts even constituted the sole basis of Korean education, and the sole subject of the annual exams that were held in Seoul in the presence of the sovereign himself and which had to be passed successfully to have any chance of entering the civil service.

It is therefore no wonder that the foundations of society in Korea, as in China, rest essentially on the principles of Confucian ethics, while at the same time, in both countries, the teachings of that great positive philosopher, poorly understood by the common people, generated a whole chain of superstitions and external practices, expressed in ancestor worship, which is indeed a direct emanation of the doctrines preached by Confucius, but was certainly not instituted by him.

There is of course a great difference between ancestor worship as practised in China and its Korean form. The difference is attributable chiefly to the fact that each of the three dominant religions in the peninsula plays a part in the mythology of the country, and the rules and rites of each one are continually intermingled with the laws and practices of the others.

At the head of the Korean mythological system is Ha-namin, the Supreme Being, who is worshipped once a year by the Emperor alone. The Buddha, who in popular belief is considered inferior to Ha-namin, should be placed next; after the death of a relative, Koreans traditionally pray to him to send the soul of the deceased to the Supreme Being. Then come the Ten Judges of Avernus (Hell), Sip-tai-wang, who are kept accurately informed by their servants of the actions of mortals. When a man dies, one of his souls (the Koreans believe that every being has three souls) is taken by the servants of the Ten Judges and set before them in Avernus. After examining his conduct while he was alive, the Judges decide whether he is to spend the rest of his existence in the Buddhist heaven or in the Buddhist hell. 
Then come the O-ban-ciang-gun, or Five Gods-Generals of the Sky, with their 80,000 Lieutenants, Sing-giang, each of whom heads a large cohort of other spirits. Next come the San-sin, or Spirits of the Mountains, since it is generally believed that every mountain on the peninsula is inhabited by a special spirit, and countless others. After them come the essentially malevolent Spirits: first of all the terrible Ciok-toh-gabi, the approximate equivalent of Satan in western and Christian demonology; and then the innumerable Kui-sin and Sa-gheui, demons whose power is very great and who can bring happiness or misfortune to poor mortals as they please. “Almost all women and three quarters of men in Korea” - writes Mr. D. L. Gifford – “live in continuous, deadly terror of these malevolent beings. At every level of the social scale sacrifices are offered to these demons using witches (mutang) or blind sorcerers (hpan-sù). People try to appease them in every circumstance of life: in the event of illness, of trouble or misfortune, before moving house, etc. Each house is said to have its own guardian demons, and I would go so far as to say that Kui-sin is Korea's main religion. "

All these Spirits or Demons are naturally part of the general system known as Shamanism (in Korean Sin-do) and sometimes also, but improperly in Korea, of Taoism (in Korean Sun-do), which I shall discuss in more detail later. However, I mention it now for greater clarity, before continuing with a description of ancestor worship as it is practised in Korea.

Of the three souls which every man possesses, the Koreans believe that after death one soul descends to Avernus (Hell), the second stays in the Tomb and the third takes up residence in the ancestral Tablet.

We have already seen how the first soul is brought before the Ten Judges, who examine what place in hell or in heaven is appropriate for it, depending on whether the deceased led a good or a wicked life.

Three Sa-già, lesser Spirits in the service of the Ten Judges, are charged with the translation of the soul, and to ensure they are favorably disposed the family of the deceased provides gifts for them. Of course, only the spirit of things is suitable for Spirits, and the gifts consist of three bowls of rice placed on a small table at the entrance to the dead man’s house, so that the fragrance of the rice will refresh the Sa-già, and three pairs of rope sandals which are simultaneously burned so that the spirits of the sandals can be worn by the Sa-già and so make their journey less tiring. A fruit, the hobak, is generally added, because the guardian of the prison of Avernus, to whom the soul will be consigned before being brought before the judges, and who lived two thousand and more years ago, is particularly fond of hobak.

While all this is done immediately after the person dies, the other two souls continue to wait in the body of the deceased; one of them will follow the body itself to the grave as soon as this has been chosen.

But choosing a grave is not an easy thing. Witchcraft comes into play and the work of geomancers is requested by the family to determine the location of the tomb and the most auspicious day for the burial.

Curious and countless are the rules for choosing a grave. It must first be located on a hillside, so that it can come under the protection of one of the spirits of the mountain. Secondly, it must face south, since the Yi Kyunn, the very old book which for three thousand years and more has established the good and the bad in all things, and the doctrines of the Tai-guk, the Absolute, and of the Pal-gwa, the Eight Diagrams, and of the Eum-yang, the Positive and Negative Principle of Life, all state that warmth and life emanate from the south, while the north brings only bad things, from frost to death.
And that is not all, for we must be careful not to place the grave anywhere along the back of the terrible legendary Dragon who inhabits the bowels of the earth, still less along the route followed   by the God of Fire who covers the whole peninsula jumping from one mountain to another, as geomancers and sorcerers know well.
It must be remembered that if the grave is placed in such a way that the spirit who lives there is comfortable, he will reward his relatives with incalculable benefits, riches, happiness and male children, while a spirit who lives in an uncomfortable grave will inevitably vent his anger on relatives who have neglected in this way their most basic duty, and calamities will rain down on their heads with incredible abundance. It is therefore no wonder that Koreans, even those of the poorest classes, will spend a lot of money to obtain the wise advice of a cing-uan and buy the plot of land he has indicated as the only suitable one for burying their dead.

Although nothing similar to our cemeteries exists in Korea, or in China, because graves can be   located anywhere, provided they are outside inhabited areas, it is however natural, with the system followed for choosing grave sites, that in the majority of cases some places are considered to be more favourable than others, and geomancers choose these for preference, so it is not uncommon to see whole hills covered with tombs in the vicinity of Seoul.

      Korean tombs are in general very simple, visible only as a small hemispherical mound of earth covered with untended wild grasses. There are very few gravestones or funerary monuments, the latter erected in general only for princes or national heroes, and usually bearing little or no relation to the deceased; they are often just monstrous figures of legendary animals, or special deities who are supposed to have the power to keep evil spirits away.

Funerals usually take place towards sunset, and are one of the most characteristic spectacles to be seen in Seoul. Funeral processions may only pass through two gates, the Small West Gate and the Water Channel Gate; as the road leading to the first of these passes right in front of the Italian Legation, I often had the opportunity to watch these curious processions.

The procession is headed by torch-bearers who shake their torches in all directions, leaving a long trail of sparks behind them. They are followed by a great many lantern-bearers, two columns on both sides of the road, carrying large lanterns, some made of white paper and others of red and blue silk; the director of the procession follows on a white horse, behind which flutters an enormous unfurled flag inscribed with large Chinese ideograms indicating the name and titles of the deceased; then more flags with more Chinese signs, then a row of lantern bearers in a line across the road, and finally the coffin placed on a large litter surmounted by a brightly colored catafalque also decorated all over with Chinese signs.

The litter is carried on the shoulders of a group of bearers, whose number varies according to the importance of the funeral and the means available to the deceased's family; there are usually twelve of them, but I once watched the funeral of a Min where there were no less than seventy-two litter-bearers. The leader of the bearers stands on the front of the litter; he conducts the march and the bearers obey his directions.
Then come the members of the deceased’s family headed by the principal heir (the eldest son at the funeral of a father), mounted on a white horse or donkey. He wears traditional mourning dress and the other relatives and family friends are grouped around him. Other lanterns, flags, banners and symbols follow, whose number varies according to the case.

A little behind the group of relatives comes an empty sedan containing the ancestral Tablet, a piece of white wood inscribed with the name of the deceased and supposedly housing his third soul.  Sometimes this sedan, called "the box of the Spirit," precedes the litter bearing the coffin, instead of following it.
It sometimes takes more than an hour for these processions to pass by and, leaving aside the cheerful colors on display, their main characteristic is certainly not sadness, which is inherent in the nature of all the peoples of the Far East, who like to hide their feelings. The coffin-bearers advance in step, cheering each other up, intoning popular songs that often arouse the audience's hilarity, while the friends who surround the relatives of the deceased try in every way to keep them cheerful with jokes and pleasantries that would seem very inappropriate to us.

Once the procession has arrived at the preselected site and the burial has taken place, two sacrifices are performed. The first, called pyong-to cei-sa, addresses the soul of the deceased: small tables are placed in front of the tomb and offerings of dried fish, wine and rice are placed on them: relatives stand in front of the tables and prostrate themselves five times, each time repeating a special formula wishing peace and tranquility for the soul which has reached its final resting place. The second sacrifice, called san-sin cei-sa, is addressed instead to the spirit that lives in the mountain where the tomb is placed: the same tables are set up not far from the grave, with the same offerings, and the spirit is called upon to offer protection and hospitality to the soul which has just arrived. If the relatives forget to do this, the Spirit of the Mountain could exact revenge, and make life bitter for that poor soul who in turn would take revenge on its relatives.

Once these two ceremonies are over, the wine thrown away and the dried fish and rice distributed among the servants, the procession makes its way back to conduct the third soul to the family home.

Every wealthy Korean’s house has a special room known as the Temple of the Ancestors. When a member of the family dies, his name is written on a white wooden tablet which is placed in the room. This is the so-called ancestral tablet, in which the third soul is to dwell. In the homes of poor people, in the absence of a Temple of the Ancestors, the tablets are usually kept in a corner of the best room in the house.

As soon as the funeral procession returns, the Tablet is taken out of the sedan chair and set up in its proper place. A sacrifice is immediately performed in its honor. Offerings consisting of rice, wine, meat and various local pastas are placed on a table in front of the Tablet, so that the soul can enjoy their fragrance. All those present bow five times, then go to another room with the offerings, and eat them.

Of course it would be very difficult to sacrifice to all one's ancestors - even without going back as far as the blessed times of Adam and Eve, Koreans of all classes can easily trace their ancestry back for at least five or six centuries, and they would have to go to a great deal of trouble to perform sacrifices for all those ancestors. Usually the people sacrifice only to their father, grandfather and great-grandfather, but the upper classes often include one more generation, while the Emperor sacrifices to five ancestors.
When the father dies, the son goes into mourning for three years. If he has a government post he is obliged to resign, and for three years his main occupation must be to fulfil his filial duties to his dead father. He wears a special tunic of sackcloth and an immense bamboo fiber hat for the whole three year period. The hat comes halfway down his head, and he never goes out without covering his face with a screen of the same material stretched between two small sticks which he adjusts with both hands. Nowhere have I found an explanation of this strictly Korean custom, which has no parallel either in China or in ancient Japan. The most plausible explanation was given to me by my interpreter, who told me that it is generally assumed that the death of the father is caused by the sins of the son; being guilty of the most horrible of sins, the son is no longer worthy to see either the sky or the earth until he has expiated his sin, which takes three years; and the purpose of the huge hat and the canvas screen is to make sure that he cannot see them. This is what the dignified Mr Yang told me, and I repeat it here.

I have not mentioned this before, but I will now: all these practices concern only male ancestors, for nobody cares about the women. An exception is made only for the mother, for whom mourning clothes are worn for one year. It is written in the sacred texts that a year had already passed since the death of Confucius' wife (he had repudiated her) when the great philosopher noticed one day that his son continued to mourn the loss of his mother. He was greatly scandalized and offended, because it was not correct for a son to mourn his mother for so long when his father was still alive.

If the father and the mother die in the same year, the son observes only one three-year period of mourning, whereas a son whose father and grandfather are both alive, will mourn his father for three years if he dies first, and then when his grandfather dies, he will mourn him for another three years, since the grandfather has taken the place of the deceased father.
During these three years of mourning, a sacrifice is performed in front of the Tablet on the first and fifteenth day of every lunar month. Another great sacrifice is made during the night preceding the first and second anniversaries of death, called respectively syo-sang and tai-sang, the small and the big anniversary. These sacrifices are generally made around two in the morning, the hour of the spirits for Far Eastern peoples, like midnight in our western fairy tales.

On the anniversary, friends of the family come round to express their condolences and are often offered entertainment. It is also customary on these occasions to visit the grave of the deceased and repeat the sacrifices to the soul who resides there and to the Spirit of the Mountain.

After the third year, the Tablet is removed and placed with those of all the other ancestors. At the same time the sacrifices of the 1st and 15th day of each lunar month cease, while those performed at home on the anniversary of the death continue indefinitely.

In addition to all the sacrifices mentioned above there are many other obligations to be fulfilled in certain circumstances. On the two days of national mourning, which fall in the third and eighth lunar month, all Koreans usually visit the tombs of their close or distant relatives, offering sacrifices to their souls and the spirits of the mountains. Then there is New Year’s Day, when at dawn sacrifices are offered to the ancestors in every house in the peninsula; if the family is mourning the death of the father, two sacrifices must be performed, one collective sacrifice for all the family’s ancestors and a second sacrifice specially for the deceased parent.

These are more or less the practices which in Korea are known as the Cult of the Ancestors.  Many people refer to them as the Confucian Cult, but we have seen that there is nothing Confucian about them except the respect shown for one's elders. Certainly the idea of ​​the three souls is not Confucian, nor even Buddhist; it is a purely Korean idea. The common people attach much importance to the scrupulous fulfillment of all the practices required by this cult because they live in great fear of a possible revenge by the deceased. Educated Koreans see in these practices nothing more than a way of showing their respect and filial piety, and so giving clear proof that they are moved by good feelings: they accept that the dead cannot directly harm the living, but they also believe that a person who does not perform the prescribed sacrifices, and by not performing them fails to show the respect due to his own father’s soul which dwells in the Tablet, will inevitably suffer indirect harm because his own reputation will be tarnished.
Now, I wonder, what would happen if a son were to show all due respect and filial piety to only one of his father's souls, completely neglecting the others; what would happen to the poor deceased father and what would become of the son if one third of the father’s spirit took revenge on the son and the other third did him good?

      I put this question too to the dignified Mr. Yang. He shrugged and was very proud to be able to say: Corean people very foolish!
