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Mountain Worship of the Silla People and Mount
Geumgang, the Northern Mountain

Lee, Young—ho

The Silla people held mountains sacred. Therefore, they left many
tales, in which their ancestor had descended from Heaven to the
summit of a mountain or had been born in a mountain. Of course, it
is hard to believe them as true, but these tales were created from a
tradition of worshipping mountains as sacred and having faith in
mountains from early times.

The Silla people offered large, medium, and small sacrifices to the
mountain deities. The large sacrifice was offered to three mountains
located in the capital and its vicinity; the medium sacrifice to five
mountains in the unified Silla’s five bang; the small sacrifice to many
mountains throughout the country. This orderly sacrificial system
dated from the introduction of Chinese culture in the unified Silla
period. The large sacrifice to the three mountains and the medium
sacrifice to the five mountains were especially important.

The two mmportant sacrifices were institutionalized late in the
seventh century, when Silla actively began to introduce advanced Tang
culture. Established as a national institution, the two sacrifices were
recorded in the “Treatise of Sacrificial Rites” in Samguk Sagi
[Historical Records of the Three Kingdoms]. Scholars have generally
defined the five capital mountains as Tohamsan (eastern mountain),
Seondosan (western mountain), Namsan (southern mountain),
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Geumgangsan (northern mountain), and Nangsan (meddle mountain).
But the historical records, including Sinjeung Tongguk Yeoji Seungnam
[Newly Enlarged Survey of the Geography of the Eastern Kingdoml],
altogether described Hamweolsan, not Namsan, as the southern
mountain. Examining specific examples of the five capital mountains
in the documentary records, this study has confirmed Hamweolsan, not
Namsan, as the southern mountain. It also has understood the reason
why Namsan, a sacred mountain south of the capital, was not classified
as the southern mountain as resulting from the fact that it was
regarded as part of the royal palace with the construction of a new
rampart in the mountain. The five capital mountains appear to have
been institutionalized in the reign of King Munmu. It is presumed that
like the “five Silla mountains,” they appeared in the late seventh
century after the unification of the Three Kingdoms and then steadily
came into fashion. But rituals to sacrifice to them seem to have been
less compulsory than those to the five Silla mountains.

Finally, Mount Geumgang, the northern mountain, was the capital’'s
sacred ground and was important in that it only was related to the tale
regarding the origins of the six Silla family names and especially
understood as the birthplace of the progenitors of two family names.
Based on the faith in mountains, it also was one of the four sacred
sites where the Hwabaek council meetings were convened. In addition,
it was a sacred place where Buddhism was officially recognized in
Silla. In the context of the storied martyrdom of Yichadon in the reign
of King Beopheung, there a cenotaph was set up to the memory of him
and an association was formed to cherish the memory of him. All these
were closely relevant to the particular importance of Mount Geumgang
as the northern mountain among the five capital mountains.
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