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Yundo Jang
(Magnetic Compass)

The magnetic compass is a compass which was often used by geomancers to choose
auspicious sites for graves and houses by utilizing its ability to indicate North and
South and for travellers to ascertain the direction of their route.

The function of indicating North and South on the magnetic compass was used by
fortune-tellers in daily life in the age of the Han Empire in China, after which it was
often utilized by geomancers in the field to choose and locate the position and direction
of a site, together with their knowledge of the theory of geomancy.

The device to connect “divinational changes” and directions was called “Indication
Pointer”, “magnetic compass”, “South-indicating plate”, “South-indicating iron”, “person
ornament iron”, or “iron”.

Although we cannot know exactly when the magnetic compass began to be used in
Korea, we many assume that it was used from the age of the Three Kingdoms. When
Toudn, a famous Buddhist monk, popularized his ideas on geomancy and prophecy in
the late age of the Shilla kingdom, the magnetic compass was used to precisely locate
the geographical position and direction of a site. From the Choson period, however, it
was used no only by sailors and travellers to indicate the direction of their route, but
also by astronomers and others to precisely determine the direction of North and South
for their portable sundials. Thus, the magnetic compass was a useful instrument for

both daily life and science not only for geomancers to choose auspicious sites for graves



but also for the general public.

The magnetic compass was made by cutting jujube wood into a round shape, then
carving the directions in all the 360 degrees, on it along with characters, and putting a
steel pointer inside. As jujube has a fine grain and is hard enough for elaborate carving,
it was the main material used to make the magnetic compass. After drawing concentric
circles, separating the different compartments, and carving characters on the wood, the
makers of the magnetic compass made the characters and divided lines clearer by
adding colours to the magnetic compass with a mixture of Chinese ink, gem stone
powder and red ink.

Then, a groove for the pointer that was to be inserted was cut in the center of the
magnetic compass. After the pointer was added to the compass, a magnetic force was
inserted. The magnetic pointer was put in the center of a tin plate after balancing it in
every direction. When the magnetic pointer was put in perfectly, a glass cover was
fixed with bamboo tape, and then the manufacturing process of the compass was
finished by painting perilla oil over it.

Kim Chong-tae, the holder of the manufacturing skill of the compass, is the third
generation to manufacture the compass after his grandfather, Kim Kwoén-sam, and his
uncle, Kim Chong-ti. The manufacturing skill of the compass was handed over to him
according to the will of his uncle, and he began to make the compass after the age of
forty. However, he had no desire to make much money through manufacturing the
compass or to obtain a prize after showing it at a contest. His only desire is to contine
manufacturing the compass as a family heritage handed down from his ancestors, and
he merely does his best to retain the creative skill of the compass

In addition, at Naksan village in Sanrim-ri, Séngnae myon township, Koch’ang—-kun
county, Chonbuk province where the retainer lives, the manufacturing skill of this
traditional compass has been handed down for more than 300 years, dating from before
the predecessors of Kim Chong-tae. Because the village was under the jurisdiction of
Hongdok County during the age of the Choson Kingdom, the compass made here was
called “Hungdok compass”. The Hungdok compass is exact in pointing directions and is
very durable, and the manufacturing skill of this traditional compass is been handed

down only at this village.
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