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Abstract 

  Dosan Seowon, one of the earliest and most prestigious private Confucian academies in Korea, is an example of a 

heritage property citizens wish to sustain for the benefit of future generations. It is recognized of its contribution to 

the Korean society and as an architectural and historical interest. This study conducts architectural and cultural  

research about Dosan Seowon by scrutinizing its evidential, historical, aesthetic and spatial values. By doing so, it is 

possible to recognize how appreciated qualities are vulnerable to harm through only understanding their heritage 

values without practical management solutions. That understanding should then provide the basis for developing and 

implementing management strategies (including maintenance, cyclical renewal and repair) that will best sustain the 

heritage values in a physical aspect. The conclusion suggests that communication about Dosan Seowon among those 

who are concerened is significant. 
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1. Introduction

  According to Usman Haque, the field of  

architecture is very broad because people themselves 

interpret, appropriate, design and reuse spaces within 

their own frames of reference. In his paper, dressing 

the shadows of Architecture, he believed architecture 

does not exist without people to inhabit, occupy, 

perceive, interact or converse with it. The resulting 

spaces don't merely enable people to develop their own 

ways of responding, but they are actually enriched by 

their responses. As people become architects of their 

own spaces(through use of the spaces) the word 

"architecture" ceases to be a noun: instead it becomes 

a verb. Such architecture is explicitly dynamic, a shift 

that opens up a wealth of poetic possibilities for 

designers of space.

  One can imagine and feel the qualities of life many 

years ago in a space associated with people and events 

of the past. Therefore, architecture concerning historic 

environment and space is a unique record of human 

activities of the past. Dosan Seowon is one of the best 

examples because of its architecture and landscape that 

tell the story about its past and its association with 

Toegye. Toegye is not just a historical figure, but a 

great teacher who made Andong the city of 

Yangban(aristocracy) and Seonbi(classical scholars). 

His contributions to Korean education, culture and 

history are commemorated in this splendid inspiring 

place that people yearn to take pleasure in and sustain 

for the benefit of future generations.

  Dosan Seowon was a prestigious private Confucian 

academy founded by Lee Hwang also known as 

Toegye. It is one of the major tourist attractions in 

Andong city, located in Gyeongsangbuk-do. The 

complex served as school of Confucian learning is in a 

magnificent forest setting, in the middle of cool pine 

trees, steeped rolling terrain facing the northern shore 

of Andong lake. Its serene and relaxing position gave 

it an advantageous learning and teaching atmosphere 

for both students and scholars.
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2. Objectives of  the Study

  The purpose of this study is to document the spaces 

of Dosan Seowon, and to recognize them as an 

important concept of Korean traditional design, and to 

exhibit its special qualities. Because of westernization, 

Korea has lost many of its traditional properties. 

Architects followed modern and western style, which 

does not articulate Korean culture; in contrast, Asian 

ideas and traditions such as Zen and Feng Shui have 

been influencing western countries.

  This study also offers important information for 

understanding the Korean landscape, so their cultural 

heritage could be reflected, preserved, and be an 

inspiration to upcoming generations. Ultimately, it could 

be significant for generating design guidelines in the 

future.

  This study prompts comprehensive research about 

Dosan Seowon, to understand its architectural heritage 

and accesses its spatial significance. Both architectural 

and cultural aspects will be explained by scrutinizing 

its communal, historical, and spatial values. By 

understanding and articulating how, why, and to what 

extent space has contributed to its heritage values  is 

in itself significant. It's only possible to recognize how 

the qualities that people appreciate are vulnerable to 

harm or loss through only understanding the historical 

importance of a place.

3. Analysis

3.1 Historical  Value

  Dosan Seowon, was known in the past as Dosan 

Seodang, and was founded by Lee Hwang. Hwang,  

also known as Toegye, was one of the foremost 

Confucian scholars during the Joseon dynasty. He was 

one of the outstanding scholars in Korean educational 

history, both as a school founder and as a great 

thinker and writer who helped Korean Neo- 

Confucianism flourish into full bloom. After his death 

in 1570, his disciples continued his teaching and 

elevated the academy into a large Confucian school 

and called it Dosan Seowon.

  Dosan Seowon serves two purposes; to educate and 

commemorate. The site was well known in Korea as 

one of the leading academies and home to the Toegye 

School of Thought for over 400 years. Although the 

educational function of the facility has long ceased, the 

commemorative ceremonies have been there twice a 

year. The ancient academy was royally chartered in 

1575 by King Seonjo, and was featured on the reverse 

of the south Korean 1,000 won bill from 1975 until 

today.

  In this school, the ancient roots of Korean private 

education lie. The Confucian civil service examination, 

through which privileged young men were selected to 

work for the government, has been replaced in modern 

times by the university entrance examination. However, 

the principle of private education for the purpose of 

social advancement remains the same. 

  3.2 Communal Values

  C onfucianism  in K orea is a pragm atic way  of 

holding together the country  which was inherited 

from  the G ory eo dy nasty . It stresses the 

dev elopm ent of basic m anners, habits and m orality , 

all considered necessary  for liv ing in a 

group- focused society . In K orean society , educating 

children in proper etiquette and ethics continues to 

b e one of the m ost crucial elem ents education. K ing 

Seongjong of G ory eo was a key  figure in 

establishing C onfucianism . T his was facilitated by 

the establishm ent in 1 3 9 8  of the Seonggy ungwan, an 

academ y  with a C onfucian curriculum , and the 

b uilding of an altar at the palace, where the king 

would worship his ancestors.

  Under Joseon Neo-Confucianism, or Seongnihak, 

there was a greater encouragement of Confucian ideas 

and ideals such as Chung or loyalty; Hyo or filial 

piety; In or benevolence; and Sin or trust and was the 

primary system of belief among the scholarly Yangban 

classes and generals. Korean Confucian schools, when 

built, all had foreign educated scholars, large libraries, 

patronage of artisans and artists, and a curriculum 

based on Confucian ideals. Thus, by the time of King 

Sejong's rule(1418-1450), all branches of learning were 

rooted in this way of thinking although branches of 

Korean Buddhism were still allowed to grow outside of 

the major political centers. The Korean Confucian 

curriculum of 13 to 15 major works and exegetical 

commentary was extensive. Confucianism in Joseon 

dynasty flourished most notably in the 16th century 

under the guidance of the country's two most 

prominent Confucian scholars,  Lee Hwang(1501-1570) 

and Yi I(1536-1584), often referred to by their pen 

names “Toegye” and “Yulgok”.

3.3 Spatial  Values

  The historic environment of Dosan Seowon is the 

evidence of Korean's classical education and 

aristocracy during the 16th century. Thoughts that had 

influenced the space during the Joseon dynasty were 
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Fig. 2. Sangdeoksa

Confucianism, Feng Shui and the Korean lifestyle.

  (a) The simplicity of the structures shows the 

example of Tongue's philosophy of practical knowledge 

and frugal lifestyle Toegye being a Confucian scholar 

putting his beliefs directly into the design and 

construction of the structures. The structures are not 

highly ornamented but reflect his simplicity and 

directness of thought. These structures are a physical 

representation of both his ideas and the Confucian 

discipline he believed in. 

  (b) Feng Shui, or the principles of geomantic studies 

were used in determining the place for a structure in 

Korean Architecture, a desirable place for building is 

where vitalities of the earth converge and spiritually 

encourages people. When a complex site is surrounded 

by mountain ridges on three sides and with a 

watercourse nearby, it is said that the location has 

good Feng Shui, and the site is considered auspicious. 

It was believed that the plan of a structure which 

looked like a shape of Chinese characters with good 

meanings would be propitious. It is an intrinsic part of 

Korean culture to search for harmony with nature and 

the universe. They sought compromise, not collision. In 

fact, this harmony between humans and nature is one 

of the most prominent characteristics of the Korean 

traditional landscape. The Korean landscape is neither 

overwhelming nor luxurious. It is in between the 

luxury of Chinese landscape and simplicity of Japanese 

landscape. Instead, it is human scaled, friendly, and 

natural.

  (c) Another key factor that had affected the size 

and structure of Korean traditional building were space 

divisions based on status. Depending of the status of 

the inhabitant spaces could be large or small, with a 

larger space corresponding with a person of higher 

social status.

 3.4 The Architecture of  Dosan Seowon

  Dosan Seowon, being the largest lecture hall in 

Korea, has developed from the Dosan Seodang, in 

which Toegye taught his apprentices. The site lies in 

a shape demonstrated in Fig.1 below. It is divided into 

four main regions. These are the Dosan Seodang 

region, lecture hall region(Jeongyodang), shrine 

region(Sangdeoksa) and the library region. Each region 

is organized in a main axis, connected by multiple 

steps. 

  The Dosan Seodang region is arrayed in a 

non-sym metrical site so that the library would be 

located on the left, the mountain on the right, and 

the Jeongyodang region on the center. The 

Jeongyodang region possesses a sym metrical site, but 

also closed characteristics as well. Next to 

Jeongyodang region, Sangdeoksa, a shrine contributed 

to Toegye appears. This region is rather closed and 

non-symmetrical. 

  When passing through those three regions above, 

one may feel spatial rhythm. Such organic arrangement 

phenomenon is a characteristic of the traditional lecture 

hall. This demonstrates a noticeable difference from the 

strict, formal arrangement of the Hyangyo(public 

academies) opposite from Dosan Seowon. 

  

Fig. 1. Layout of Dosan Seowon

  ․ Sangdeoksa(Fig. 2, treasure 211) ; This is a holy 

shrine where the tablet of the great scholar Lee 

Hwang and his disciple Wolcheon Jo Mok are 

preserved. Built in 1574 and situated behind 

Jeongyodang, it has a measurement of 3 Kans in front, 

2 Kans sideward, and has a Paljak roof style. The 

traditional gateway called Naesammun has the same 

measurement, but with higher pillars to have a full 

view of the building from the gate and decorated by 

Buddhists' wheels of bliss. Its simple and graceful 
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design demonstrates the example of the traditional 

building of the Joseon dynasty.

  ․ Jeongyodang(Fig. 3, treasure 210) ; A lecture hall 

with the main complex of 3 Kans in front and 2 Kans 

on the side. A single story wooden building with a 

Paljak roof was built on a long stone embankment,  

facing toward the south. The simply designed building 

has Ondol rooms on both right and left side. The main 

floor which is facing toward the east is open in front 

and has 10 doors at the back and at the left side(open 

doors toward Sangdoeksa signals a salutation on the 

floor).

Fig. 3. Jeongyodang

  ․ Dosan Seodang(Fig. 4) ; This is the oldest 

building in the academy, in which Lee Hwang educated 

his disciples. It has a simple composition consisting of 

three bays, which have been used as kitchen, room 

and Maru(wooden floor hall). In the Korean traditional 

house, 'the three bay composition' is considered as the 

minimal size. However, in spite of its minimal space, 

the house has enough flexibility to accommodate  

everyday needs. Toegye taught his students on the 

floor called Amseoheon and his private room is called 

Wallakjae.

Fig. 4. Dosan Seodang

  ․ Nongunjeongsa(Fig. 5) ; This is another oldest 

building used as the dormitory for the students. They 

lived and studied here autonomously. This building 

was designed in the form of I, a Chinese character 

which means study. 

Fig. 5. Nongunjeongsa

  ․ Jangpanggak(Fig. 6) ; This building is used for 

printing books. It is about 2,700 printing blocks, 

preserving Eonhaengrok(collection of Tongue's works), 

and writings of King Seonjo(which now are kept at 

the Korean Studies Advancement Center).

  ․ Jeonsacheong(the offering warehouse) ; The 

materials used and offered during memorial rituals in 

Sangdeoksa are kept in this house. There are 

storerooms for foods and wines.

  ․ Dongjae and Seojae ; Dormitories for students

  ․ Donwangmyeongsil and Seogwangmyeongsil(Fig. 

7, Library) ; They were used to store books. These 

were constructed above the ground to keep off 

humidity. Gwangmyeong means “reading innumerable 

books touched me”. The Chinese letters on the 

signboards were written by Toegye himself.

Fig. 6. Jangpanggak
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Fig. 7. Seogwangmyeongsil

  ․ Sanggojiksa ; Caretakers' quarters.

  ․ Jindomun(Fig. 8) ; Entrance to the main Lecture 

hall.

Fig. 8. Jindomun

  

  ․ Hagojiksa ; Caretakers' quarters. 

  ․ Yeongnakseojae ; A dormitory that was built by 

Jeongsa Seong, and other disciples of Toegye.

  ․ Okijingak ; This is the newly constructed 

structure that serves as the museum exhibiting some 

of the important things, books, and writings of Toegye.

  ․ Sisadan ; A small island across Dosan Seowon. 

This is the place where Dosanbyeolgwa, a special civil 

service examination at Dosan was held on the 222nd 

death anniversary of Toegye in 1792. This event was 

held honor his learning and virtous influence and to 

inspire the local scholars by the order of King Jeongjo. 

7,228 scholars took the examination but only 11 passed. 

The prize was awarded by the king himself.

3.5 Architectural  Character

  The architecture of Dosan Seowon is of Korean 

traditional style with a touch of Chinese influence 

because of the use of colors in some buildings and 

Chinese characters. Plans of the buildings were simple 

and rectangular. Buildings were carefully arranged in a 

very formal way which is not usually done if the site 

is located in rolling terrain or sloped lots. This resulted 

in the construction of many steeped stairs and 

pathways. However, in Dosan Seowon, buildings were 

generally designed elegantly to harmonize with the 

wooden slopes and the natural setting.

4. Conclusion

  The architecture of Dosan Seowon is significant 

both in how it relates to history and how it fits into 

the environment. The buildings fit in with the rolling 

terrain in both their style and function. The concept of 

space was based on the social status of the 

inhabitants. This concept is a reflection of the values 

and beliefs of Confusinism, and one can see the link 

between these values and the physical manifestation of 

the buildings. Toegye was the driving force behind 

this complexity of buildings, and his ideas date back to 

King Sejong and the basic tenents of Confucianism. 

Due to that, the design and the construction of the 

buildings are as pragmatic as the Confucian discipline.

  These structures represent the beginnings of Korean 

private education, and many of the values of these 

times still exist today. Confucians sought to make 

entrance into government employment or civil service 

more fair and equitable. This is due to the fact that in 

China only the rich, powerful or well connected were 

entering government service, and these people were 

often not effective employees. This is where the idea 

of a government examination came into being so only 

able and intelligent applicatants could gain government 

employment. Of course, these ideas, procedures, beliefs 

and values came to represent the Korean educational 

system which today still relies on testing to place 

students at an appropiate level. The idea that young 

people still should learn basic manners and morality is 

still important today in the educational system and 

society of Korea. It is for these reasons that Dosan 

Seowon is a valuable cultural, historical, architectural, 

and social landmark both physically and intellectually. 

It is not just important to remember the past for the 

sake of our ancestors, but understanding the past is 

also a bridge to our future.
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