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Chuncheon
Chuncheon is a small city with a population 
of about 300,000, located in Gangwon 
Province, in eastern Korea (Fig. 1). The city 
is 1.8 times the size of the capital Seoul, 
and its beautiful name means “stream in 
spring time”. Chuncheon is twinned with 
cities in countries such as China, Japan, 
Eth iop ia and V ietnam, to encourage 
exchange in the fields of culture, the arts, 
and knowledge-based industries. In Korea, 
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Fig. 1 The location of Chuncheon

Fig. 2 View of Chuncheon city seen from the top of 
Mount Gubong

Chuncheon is famous for its fresh air, 
beautiful scenery and variety of cultures  
(Fig. 2). It is also a transportation hub 
connecting north and south along the North 
Han River, Ancient Chuncheon was a tribal 
country called Maek-kuk (貊國) and there 
are well preserved Neolithic, Bronze, and 
Iron Age remains to be seen there. For the 
ancient people who were reliant on nature 
for their living, this must have been a good 
place to live.

J a d e i s a g e m s t o n e t h a t h a s b e e n 
universally loved throughout history. In 
Korea, jade set in gold was the jewel 
of choice from antiquity until the Three 
Kingdoms period. I t has always been 
considered a luxury, symbolizing the owner’s 
high social class and authority. Chuncheon, 
is the site of a nephrite jade mine, the only 
gem mine in Korea. We visited the mine and 
a nephrite jewellery production workshop 
there last year.

The Nephrite Mine Area in Chuncheon
The Wolgok Mine is located in Wolgok-ri, 
Dong-myeon, Chuncheon and is operated 
by the Oksanga Daeil Mining Co., Ltd. 
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“Oksanga” is a combination of Chinese 
characters; “Ok (玉)” meaning jade, “san 
(山)” meaning mountain, and “ga (家)” 
meaning family or home and Oksanga® is 
also the registered brand of jewellery made 
in this area from the Chuncheon nephrite. 
The company has been producing nephrite 
since the late 1970s. Currently about  
1,000 tons of nephrite is produced annually, 

most o f wh ich is expor ted to Ch ina . 
However, the Wolgok mine has also been 
made into something of a tourist destination 
with a spa, “Jade Cave Experience Center”, 
a café, museum, and garden as well as 
a shop selling nephrite jewellery and the 
headquarters of the Oksanga Daeil Mining 
Co., Ltd. (Figs. 3, 4).

a  The entrance to the nephrite mine
b  Oksanga Headquarters
c  Nephrite jewellery shop
d  Nephrite spa
e  Jade Cave Experience Center
f  Bakery and café
g  Museum
h  Garden

Fig. 3 Map of Chuncheon nephrite mine area

Fig. 4 a: Entrance to the Nephrite mine, b & c: nephrite jewellery shop (outside & inside), d: café, e: museum,  
f: small animals in the garden

a d
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c f
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The “Jade Cave Experience Center” has 
been converted from a disused mining 
tunnel so that the public can experience 
the nephrite mining environment. Close by 
there is a jewellery shop where nephrite 
jewellery and other items are displayed 
and sold. Behind the shop is a 3-story spa 
facility. When we visited, the jewellery shop, 
café, and garden were all crowded-even on 
a weekday. We were quite surprised to find 
such well-equipped facilities in a mining 
area.

It is a quiet place and the clean air and 
outstanding scenery make it popular with 
both domestic and foreign tourists as well 
as Chuncheon residents looking for culture 
and relaxation. The garden behind the 
museum is open to the public. In the middle 
of the garden is a small pavilion, where 
a 10.5-ton statue of Bhaisajyaguru (the 
Buddha of Medicine) made from Myanmar 
jadeite is displayed (Fig. 5). This super-
sized statue is said to be one of the two 
biggest pieces of Myanmar jadeite in the 
world. It is a very elaborate work; a finely 
detailed portrayal of Bhaisajyaguru in his 
surroundings. It took nearly 10 years for the 
sculptor, Fu Shuting (付書亭), to produce in 
China, and has only recently been donated 
to Oksanga.

Colours of Chuncheon and Xinjiang 
Nephrite
White Chuncheon nephrite, particularly 
high quality material with good colour is 
especially popular with Chinese consumers. 
In China, the white nephrite produced in 
the Hetian area of Xinjiang (White Hetian 
Jade also known as mutton fat jade), is 
considered the best variety of nephrite, 
because of its soft colour, unique lustre and 
shine. However, the resources of Hetian are 
scarce now, so Korean nephrite is imported 
into China in large quantities.

According to Oksanga, Chuncheon nephrite 
is divided into four classes depending on its 

Fig. 5 10.5-ton statue of Bhaisajyaguru (the Buddha 
of Medicine) made from Myanmar jadeite

colour. “A” grade is near white, with relatively 
higher transparency and no impurities. “B” 
to “D” grades are determined by the degree 
of yellowish or greenish tints. Fig. 6 shows 
pictures of rings made of Chuncheon and 
Xinjiang white nephrite. On the left is the 
Chuncheon nephrite, sold at the Oksanga 
jewellery shop, and on the right is nephrite 

Fig. 6 White nephrite rings: nephrite from Chuncheon 
(left) and Xinjiang (right).

 Source of the photograph on the right:
 http://www.dhgate.com
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produced in Xinjiang. Fairly similar colours 
and lustre are seen in the pictures.

Geological Characteristics of 
Chuncheon Nephrite
The geology of the nephrite mine area 
consists of a Precambrian-age Yongduri 
gneiss complex1 and the Gubongsan Group2 

arranged in sequence from the bottom, and 
amphibolite which intrudes them. Dolomitic 
marble and silicate are observed in the 
upper part of the Yongduri gneiss complex, 
where a nephr i te vein approximately  
30-70cm thick is developed along the strata 
of the dolomitic marble and silicate rocks. 
The Nephrite and dolomitic marble are not 
directly in contact, being divided by a calc-
silicate layer, which fact suggests that the 
Chuncheon nephrite was formed by marble-

Fig. 7 Authors Eun-Ok Jo (left) and JooSeong Moon 
(right) entering the mine with Do-Hyun Park 
(middle), General Manager of Oksanga Co.

Fig. 8 Nephrite vein formed at an angle of 45º to the 
surface of the ground

based metasomatism, in which at least 
two phases of replacement and alteration 
occurred at the boundary between the calc-
silicate surrounding the nephrite zone and 
upper amphibolite.

The Chuncheon Nephrite Mine
Fig. 7 shows the entrance to the Wolgok 
Mine. Visitors are not usually allowed to 
enter the mine. We had obtained permission 
for our visit from Oksanga in advance. We 
arrived in Chuncheon a day earlier and 
stayed near the mine. The next day, at 7 a.m., 
we were interviewed and given a safety 
briefing before entering the Mine with the 
staff of Oksanga (Fig. 7). Inside the mine, 
the nephrite vein was formed at an angle of 
about 45º to the ground surface (Fig. 8).
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Fig. 9 Access to the mining tunnel

Fig. 10 Inside the nephrite mine

Along the slope of the vein, there were rails, 
on which mining cars transport miners and 
stones (Fig. 9). The tunnel, which was 300m 
below the surface, sloped very steeply and 
went deep underground so much care was 
needed when entering and exiting. Mr Do-
Hyun Park, general manager of the mining 
site, was our guide and Mr Sang-mok Kang, 
was in charge of safety (Figs. 9, 10).

It rained all that day and it was cold outside 
- about -5 degrees Celsius - but inside the 
mine it was comfortably warm. The inside 
temperature is maintained at 17 degrees 
Celsius throughout the year. Nephrite 
mining consists largely of blasting - digging 
- transporting and sorting. First, blasts are 
set in the nephrite deposit taking account of 
the colour and thickness of the vein being 
worked. We arrived just as the blasting was 
about to begin. First, holes are drilled at 

regular intervals around the whitish and 
thickest part of the nephrite vein. Explosives 
are placed in the holes, then set off, one 
by one with a time lapse between blasts  
(Fig. 11). This is the most important task 
in the mining process, yielding large rough 
stones.
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Fig. 11 The process of blasting the nephrite deposit

The first two pictures in Fig. 12 show rough 
stones weighing over 200kg, while the third 
picture shows a packed boulder weighing a 
surprising 2,000kg. We thought it must be 
very difficult to transport such giant stones 
to the surface from 300m underground. 
However, Mr Park, the General Manager 
said the stone could be cut to around  
1 ton and then carried out. These large 
boulders are traded at very high prices 
and are used mainly for sculptures and 
craftwork.

Fig. 12 Rough stones weighing over 200kgs
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Then, medium and small stones loosened 
by the blast are dug out from the rock face 
by the miners, using drills, chisels and 
hammers (Fig. 13). Some are also obtained 
from those blown away by the impact of the 
blast. In the middle of Fig. 13, the workable 
nephrite is being sorted from the waste 
and put into a bag. This may be stored 
in the mine, in the sorting area, or in the 
warehouse.

Fig. 13 The process of mining medium to small 
sized rough stones

Fig. 14 Rough stones are classified according to 
size and colour, and then packed

Next, we moved on to the sorting area, 
next to the mine. There, the unwanted 
material attached to the nephrite rough was 
removed. Then the nephrite stones were 
cleaned, and packed according to their 
colour and size (Fig. 14). The average price 
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per kilogram is between $100~200. In 
the front yard, packed stones were waiting 
for their trip to China (Fig. 15). These are 
transported by truck to the Port at Busan, 
the oldest trading port in Korea, about 
400km south of Chuncheon (refer to Fig. 1). 
The stones arriving at the port are loaded 
into containers and then exported to China. 
In a future article, the authors hope to 
investigate the journey of the Chuncheon 
nephrite in China where it is born again as 
jewellery or handicrafts.

Nephrite Jewellery – the Making 
Process
After returning from the mine tour, we 
decided to go on to look into how the 
remaining stones are used domestically 
in Korea. About two months later, we 
went to Chuncheon again to visit a place 
where nephrite jewellery is produced. 
Some nephrite is used for furniture and 
handicrafts in Korea, but mostly it is made 
into jewellery. The nephrite jewellery sold at 
the Oksanga jewellery shop is produced at 
the Bo-ok Workshop (Jewellery Workshop), 
wh ich is about 10km f rom the mine  
(Fig. 16). As “bo (寶)” means treasure 
and “ok (玉)” jade in Korean, the name 
itself tells you that it is a workshop where 
valuable jewellery is produced.

The workshop has been producing jewellery 
from Chuncheon nephrite since 1988 - 
almost 30 years. It moved to its present 
location, right next to the mine, in the 
early 90s. Mr Chan-Yong Lee, CEO of the 
workshop, is a professional craftsman who 
has been processing nephrite products all 
his working life; he clearly loved and was 
proud of his Chuncheon nephrite. He was 
happy to show us the production process of 
screening - cutting - shaping and polishing 
(Fig. 17). Grinders and jade working tools 
are used for the work, which is all done 
by hand. First, the medium and small 
stones that have been transported from 
the nephrite mine are cut to suit the type 

Fig. 17 Cutting, shaping and polishing the nephrite 
rough. Chan-Yong Lee, CEO of the Bo-ok 
Workshop, is shown in the bottom picture

Fig. 15 Packed into bags, the nephrite stones await 
their journey to China

Fig. 16 The Bo-ok Workshop is located 10km from 
the mine
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and size of the jewellery to be produced. 
Then they are refined into specific shapes. 
Nephrite is typically processed into a round 
shape like a pearl, or into a cabochon.

We were especially curious about how the 
nephrite stones were ground into round 
beads of such a uniform size it seemed it 
had been done by machine. Mr Lee led us 
to a room with a grinding machine Fig. 18 
and showed us the process of grinding the 
nephrite stones into round beads. First, 
rough stones were cut into small pieces 
and put into a round metal pail along with 
grinding slurry. On the bottom of the pail 
were concentric circular grooves. After fixing 
the pail on the base of a grinding machine, 
the grinding disc installed on the machine 
was brought down into the metal pail onto 
the nephrite stones, and was rotated to 
grind the stones. After about one minute, 
the machine was stopped. Then the stones 
were taken out and washed with water. We 
could see that the nephrite stones that had 
just been squares had turned into round 
beads. Then they were fixed into place and 
pierced on an ultrasonic drilling machine 
(Fig. 19). Finally, the beads were polished 
with diamond powder for surface lustre, 

and then strung to make a necklace or a 
bracelet. All of this is done by hand, so both 
skill and care are needed for the task.

Fig. 18 Polishing the nephrite stones into round 
beads Fig. 19 The process of dr i l l ing holes through 

polished nephrite beads
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Chuncheon nephrite
– some special colours
It was at the Bo-ok Workshop that we first 
began to appreciate nephrite as a jewel. We 
could see how elegant the nephrite looked 
in comparison to many other jewels. The 
polished Chuncheon nephrite displayed a 
unique colour and lustre. It does not shine 
brilliantly, but it reflects something natural 
and deep. Typically, colours vary from near 
white to light green. But more rarely the 
Chuncheon mine also produces bluish and 
yellowish nephrite and a broad variety of 
other colours.

The nephrite reserves of the Chuncheon 
nephrite mine are estimated to be more 
than 300,000 tonnes. Koreans are proud of 
these vast resources of global quality.

The authors would like to express their 
gratitude to Mr Hyun-Sik Kim and Mr Do-
Hyun Park of Oksanga Co., and to Mr 
Chan-Yong Lee of Bo-ok Workshop for 
kindly approving their visit to the nephrite 
mining site and jewellery-manufacturing 
workshop. From these visits, we were 
able to collect a lot of information on 
Chuncheon nephrite. We plan to conduct 
further research on the various colours of 
Chuncheon nephrite in the future.

Footnotes
1 Yongduri gneiss complex: combined rock 

of gneiss, schist, marble, quartzite, etc.

2 Gubongsan Group: strata of sedimentary 
rocks composed of calcareous gneiss, 
amphibolite, biotite schist and quartzite.

Fig. 20 White, green and brown colours of Chuncheon nephrite
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