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Traditional Korean Landscape Garden With
Special Attention to
Traditional “Soo-Sok” Garden

The Chairman of the Korean Traditional Landscape Garden
Research Association, a Lacturer of Hong-Ik University

Dr. Min Kyung-Hyun
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Summary

Korean Landscape Garden may be described according to its stages of development.

In the primitive agricultural era, the garden was preceded by vegetable yards and at this time
rock arranging (Soo-Sok garden) was initiated together with the megalithic culture of dolme-
ns, heavenly altars and tumuli.

In the early Three Kingdom period palace gardens were built on a grand scale and toward
the end of fourth century temple garden were introduced along with Buddhism. These gardens
evolved to the flourishment of “HWAGE” (terraced gardens) rock arrangements of ZEN, early
KOR-YO period.

Especially since the middle of KOR-YO period the “IM-CHUN?® (forest and pond) garden
became popular, while during Cho-Son period “HWAGE” in the back yard, pond and pool
garden and “IM-CHUN?” style country villa became fashionable.

The Korean traditional Landscape garden may ke characterized that first it is a nature Lan-
dscape style, which makes the maximum accomodation with the surrounding nature.

Secondly, the Korean garden is built creatively by utilizing the elements of its climate and
topography, Kogu-Ryo, Paik-Je great-Kayz and Sil-Ra had developed original a castle town plans
and beautiful gardens rock arrangements which precede the equivalent style of China and set
the prototype for Japan.

The Landscape art of waterfalls and rock arrangements at An-Ap-Chi garden of 7th century

has no equals in China and set the crizin of pond style of Japanese garden,

Introduction

Korea is full of mountains and hills with average altitude of 482 meters akove sea-level,
which provides a vaired and beautiful topography. Its craggy peaks inland 2nd attractive coast
lines on three sides are blessed with four seasons and colorful vegetation.

It is natural that Koreans worshipped the sun and nature especially rocks and learned to live
in harmony with them from time immemorial; so we have now rediscovered our wonderful

stone garden tradition in the stacked stone altars which express the ancient concept of a round
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heaven and square earth and also in the dolmen tradition of prehistory, and the “Soo-Sok”
culture of the great Kaya period of third and fourth century, and the ancient palace gardens
of Koguryo and Paikje dynasties.

The first known reference to a Landscape is in the chronicle of Paikje which tells us that
in the seventh year of reign of King Chinsa (AD 391) the palace was rebuilt with a garden
including a pond and an artificial hill with exotic plants. Up to date we have traced and docu-
mented about one thousand three hundred ancient gardens.

Qur garden culture may be described according to its stages of development.

In the primitive agricultural era, the garden was preceded by vegetable yards and at this
time rock arranging was initiated together with the megalithic culture of dolmens, heavenly
altars and tumuli.

In the Three Kingdom period (BC 57-AD 668) palace gardens were built on a grand scale
and toward the end of fourth century temple gardens were introduced along with Buddhism.
These gardens evolved to the flourishment of “HWAGE” (fEff) (terraced gardens) rock arran-
gements of ZEN, in the early KOR-RO period.

Especially since the middle of KOR-RO period the “IM-CHUN” (k) (forest and pond)
garden became popular, while during Cho-Son period “HWAGE?” in the back yard, pond and
pool style garden and “IM-CHUN? style country villa became fashionable.

All these gardens may be classified into three categories. The first type is the rock-arrange-
ment or “Soo-Sok” garden which emphasizes the arrangement of shapely rocks on level ground
or on an artificial hill. The second type is the “IM-CHUN?” garden which places pavillions and
dwellings in beautiful natural surroundings which include woods and ponds. The third type is
the “HWAGE” which is usually built on a gently rising hillside in the rear of a dwelling.

Traditional “Soco-Sok” (#F) Garden

In this slide lecture, I will present typical gardens of Soo-Sok according to the different
categories;

1. The background of a view of nature

* Excellent view of the inner Sorak Mountain, which are rather common in Korea.
@ Topographical variety provides varied natural beauty which are enhanced by four seasons.

* The coastal scenes are also attractive and varied.

2. Religious Soo-Sok

* Rock arrangement in the nature worship, the holy chamsung altar on the top of Mani-
Mountain in the Kang-Hua island with a magnificent view. The legend dates the altar at BC
2280 which is built with rocks, five meter high, to represent the round heaven and square
earth.

* Near the altar are found rock-arrangements.

@ The altar at the top of Kyungun Mountain in the Chunsung country of Kangwon province,
which is believed built during the nineth century, of Sil-Ra period.
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* In the center of altar is found a phallic rock symbol

* (2.1m high and 0.9m wide)

* Nearby one finds a sanctuary of an old pine, with rock terrace.

* A turtle rock is set to face directly to the south. The previous “Chamsung” Altar was built
up by rock while this is planted in land.

@ A Sungwhang-Dang or shaman shrire is built near the village entrance together with a rock

mound on which a phallic symbol is placed as the guardianship and prosperity for the village.
3. S00-Sok in one’s last home (Tomb)

* Built at stone age a dolmen with a 7m wide slab which served as a burial and ceremonial
site. This area is believed a sanctuary in the megalithic culture.

@ A group of rock arrangement arround a royal tumuli of the great Kaya period (AD 3 to
4 century) at Ko-Ryong Country, north Kyungsang province. This tumulus is built on top of
a hill with a earthen mound of the diameter of 25m and 6m height.

In the western end of the tumulus fifteen rocks surround a turtle rock which faces the Kaya
mountain considered holy in its legend of the origin of great Kaya nation.

@ In the Eastern end of the tumulus, three dragon rocks are placed facing upward with
36 degree angle and thirty rocks are arranged in the vicinity.

@ These dragon and turtle rocks are believed the symbolic expression of the creator in the
forms of mythical animal.

@ The east signifies the birth and the west the death. The life and the death or the micro
universe and the macro universe are symbolized by these rocks expressing their mythical world
view. Especially thirty three rocks in the eastern group symbolizes the heaven where thirty
three gods are telieved living. This technique of rock arrangements seems to have a close
influence on the “Karesansui” style a dry landscape garden of Japan.

* King Yang’ tumuli of Kumkang-Kaya Kingdom of 6th century is located in San-Chong
counry, South Kyungsang province. In the rear of the seven tier of stone (seven to twenty
three meter wide), a stone tumuli (6.8m long and 2.5m high) is built facing east.

@ 1In the Nam-Won country, South Cholla province, Lady lim’s tomb was built during the
middle period of Chosun dynasty (17C). In the south of tomb are found twenty five arranged
rocks and in the north thirty three rocks erected to simulate a hill.

@ The northern rock mound is higher than the southern one and provides

@ an elevated background while the thrity three rocks symbolize the heavenly sanctuary of
the tomb area.

4. Soo-Sok in a palace Garden

During the three Kingdom period of Kogu-Ryo, Paik-Je and Sil-Ra (BC37 to AD 668), sple-
ndid palace gardens with rock arrangement were built and are still seen in the old palace sites.
* In the “Anhak-Kung” palace (38,500m?) of Kogu-Ryo in the northern outskirt of Pyong-

Yang at the foothill of Dae-sung mountain one finds rock arrangements in three different
area.

* In the rear garden of Northern palace (120m wide and 70m long) one finds several gran-
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diose rocks arranged and erected in a harmoneous and natural manner on the hill to contrast
with splendid edifices.

* In the most large garden to the west of the southern palace a pond was provided with a
pavilion and at the side and on the nearby slope rocks were arranged and erected in a gracious
manner. In the vicinity of the king Dong-Myong’s tumulus are found a temple building (AD
4c, 336m?) with rock arrangements which simulated the Kum-Kang mountain.

@ At the palace site of Paik-Je near Ik-San, one finds erected rocks (2.1m high) which is
probably obtained from sea and many flat rocks (1.3m long) which are probably from the rock
arrangement along the pond side, simulating coast scenery. This pro ides an interestirg cont-
rast to landscaping tendency of Kogu-Ryo for simulating mountain scenery.

* In Anap-Ji (34, 224m*) of Sil-Ra (AD 674) near Kyong-Ju one finds a long bank of stone
is 1, 285m with three islands, of which the largest one is 32m long and 50m wide. Along the
opposite hank to the southeast from the pavilion, three coves and two peninsula were builtin a
natural curve,

** Between an island and a peninsula two Jong-Ho-Sok are erected above water to simulate
rocky islands.

* At the pond side two types of rocks, sharp edged sand rocks and flat granite rocks, are
employed. The former are placed on upper part of simulated hill or island while the latter are
arranged on the gentle hillside or along the pond side.

At the Anap-Ji garden, there are 865 sandstone rocks and 457 granite rocks.

**¥* The method of rock arrangements are vaired. Spectacular or “Jong-Ho-Sok” are arranged
in singles or in scattered on a gentle hill or grouped arrangement in attractive spots or layered
arrangement along a steep slope.

** The watering system consists of two crescent shaped tanks where cleaned water is int-
roduced to small ponds and led to two tiered cascades to fall into the main pond. This unique
waterfall arrangement was introduced and influenced Japanese garden art.

The Anap-Ji garden is built with the Taoist and Buddhist ideas and considered one of the
best Landscape garden in the world.

@ The “HWAGE?” (terraced garden) at Nakson-Jae Mansion in the palace ground in Seoul
(AD 1846) is one of famous garden of this genre which are usually built in the rear garden
of commoner’s or temple’s yard on the slope. The terraced garden is built in tiers where flo-
wering bushes or flowers or shapely rocks or pocl stone or decorative smokestacks are arrang-
ed in an attractive manner.

Another well-known example of the terraced garden is located at the Ami-San area in the
Kyong-Bok palace.

5. Soo0-Sok in femple’s Garden

At the end of fourth century, Buddhism became dominant religion of the three Kingdom
period and there existed about one thousand temples and their gardens.

Toward the beginning of tenth century Zen Buddhism was introduced to Korea and its zen
garden with rock arrangement.

* A typical Zen garden is found at the Moon-Soo-Won garden in Choonsong Country, Kan-

BEHG LR — 62—



gwon province, which was built by Lee Jahyun (AD 1061 to 1125) and has an area of atout
45, 000m? with three gardens; the middle garden around the Nam-Ji (pond), the southern gar-
den around the Bokhi-Am (Zen house) and the northern garden around the Chung-Pyongsik-
Am (Zen house).

*** In the center of the Nam-Ji (pond) at the middle garden (12X8 to 12m) are found three
rocks islet and in the slope in the north are found about 178 rocks arranged in a Zen style.
In the vicinity Zen slab for meditation and site for a pavilion are also found.

*¥* In the southern garden, one sees Zen meditation stones, rock arrangements, small ponds,
and stone chambers. On the valleys around Bok-Hi-Am (Zen house), rocks are arranged to
produce the sound of stream and “HWAGE” is also built.

*#* In the northern garden, one {finds three natural waterfalls, many Zen stones and rock

arrangement.
. * The Munsu-Won garden is mainly a Zen garden,but also includes “HWAGE” (terraced
garden) and “IM-CHUN?” (forest and pond) garden. Thus this garden is one of the few which
contains both types for sitting (resting) and for promenade together with a level garden
(Middle garden), a ravine garden (southern garden) and a mountain garden (northern garden),
which precede the Sai-Ho-Ji garden of Japan by 230 years.

@ About eighty stone towers are erected in harmony with the surrounding hills and a small

temple at Ma-Yi Mountain in Chin-An Country, North Cholla province.

6. “S00-Sok” in Commoner’s Garden

Since the middle of the Ko-Ryo period, gardens arround commoners residences were charac-
ierized by a pond and pool style in the front and “HWAGE” (terraced garden) in the back,
while aristocrats built country villas in scenic spots.

* The Whasok-Ji (pond) (14.7X2.5m) at Anlak-Jong near a hill top in Wol-Song Country,
northern Kyong-Sang province, was built in a dry pond style by Sohn Choong-don with size
of about thirty centi meters slab rocks in the beginning of sixteenth century.

This is first of its kind to be discovered in Korea.

@ At Oeam-Li, Ah-San country, Southern Choongchun province, the whole village is provi-
ded with water for fire, agriculture, garden and other use by a canal which runs through the
village for about three kilometers, @@@@ At the Lee Yongkun’s residence, rocks are placed
in the canal to make mini-waterfalls for sound and sight. There are Yang and Yin rock arra-
ngements near the canal.

*#** At the Lee Yong-Ki’s residence, rocks are arranged between the winding canal and house
with many hanging poem plaques.

@ The Sosuk-Ji garden (AD 1610 to 1636) of Chung Yongbang’s residence, in Yong-Yang
Country, North Kyong-Sang province is one of the most famous “IM-CHUN?” Gardens.

It was built by Chung Yongbang, a literary man versed in feng-Shui, who lived in the vici-
nity in a thatch roofed house to observe nature for ten years before settling at the atove site
with natural lofty rock columns as the gate post and scenic views from this residence.

@ According to his poems; beyond the inner garden of the residence the outer garden may

be considered to reach about 0.8km to the rock columns and then exterior surrounding of
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radius 8km. The ratio of three area is about 1 to 1000 to 30, 000 which is typically Korean who
feels intimacy to nature.

@ whithin the Sosuk-Ji (pond) itself, about sixty pieces of creamy rocks are arranged with
poetic names given to each rock such as butterfly rock, flower rock,fish rock, dragon rock
cloud rock etc to reflect the philosophical insight of the poet gardener.

This garden builder was appreciated not only as a distinguished poet in love of nature but-

also as a pioneer in the ecological approach to his Landscape garden,

Conclusion

***¥ The Korean traditional garden may be characterized that first it is a nature landscape
style, which makes the maximum accomodation with the surrounding nature. This spirit is
well expressed by Song Soon’s poem;

“In ten years of time, I built a three lots grass house, with one lot for myself, one lot for
pure wind, one lot for moon and the rest for the nature.”

@ Secondly the perfect ecological symbiosis between man and nature.

@ In all their choice for agricultural land, residence, palace and temple Koreans made a ma-
ximum effort to harmonize with the nature and to fit into the given surrounding with a humble
spirit of himself being an element of nature.

** Thirdly, the Korean garden is built creatively by utilizing the elements of its climate and
topography, Kogu-Ryo, Paik-Je and Sil-Ra had developed original a castle town plans and bea-
utiful gardens rock arrangements which precede the equivalent style of China and set the prot-
otype for Japan.

The Landscape art of waterfalls and rock arrnagements at An-AP-Chi garden of 7th century
has no equals in China and set the origin of pond and pool style of Japanese garden.

Royal Tumuli of great-kaya at ko-Ryoung (AD 3 to 4 century)

In the eastern of the tumulus thirty three In the western of the Tumulus fifteen Rocks
dragon Rocks, surround a turtle Rocks.
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In Anap-Ji of Sil-Ra (AD674) at Kyong-Ju, HWAGE (A‘D 1846 Terraced garden)
there are 865 sand stone Rock and 457 at Nakson-Jae in Seoul.
granite Rocks arrangement.
A typical zen garden is Moon-Su-won (AD 1061-1125 Area 45, 000m® Choon-Song country,

Kanwon province.

zen style of Rocks arrangement (at Middle A phallie Rock symbol, The top of Kyun-un
garden) Mount, Chight 2. Im wide 0. 9m)

The Sosuk- garadn (AD 1636) Chung Yo- Eight stone towers, Ma-Yi temple’s garden (19
ng-bang’s residence Yong-Yang country, 25). Chin-An Country North Choila pro-vince.
North Kyong-Sang province.
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