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Introduction

The Korean Peninsula, shaped by millennia of migration, kingdoms, colonization,
conflict, and renewal, is today a landscape dominated by vibrant cities. From ancient
capitals that remember the glory of dynastic reigns to bustling metropolises at the
cutting edge of technological innovation, Korea’s cities offer a compelling window into
the peninsula’s dramatic past and dynamic present. Despite the tragic division into
North and South Korea, both countries are highly urbanized and their urban centers
are crucial to understanding each nation’s character, achievements, and ongoing
challenges.

For the traveler and the armchair explorer alike, Korean cities are a tapestry of
contrasts. Towering glass skyscrapers rise above serene palace gardens; rivers
meander through districts devoted to art, commerce, and learning; and traditional
markets jostle with global franchises on neon-lit streets. Each city, whether the
cosmopolitan sprawl of Seoul, the scenic ports of Busan and Incheon, or the unique
isolation of Pyongyang, tells a story written in brick, concrete, and memory.

This book, “Cities of Korea,” guides readers through the great urban centers of both
North and South Korea, tracing their evolution from ancient settlements to the
complex entities they are today. It explores how each city reflects the greater history
of the Korean people—with influences from Buddhism, Confucianism, and modern
global culture shaping their spaces and societies. As Korea rapidly industrialized and
urbanized in the twentieth century, cities became the linchpins of economic success,
cultural renaissance, and political change.

Alongside historical context and economic profiles, this volume offers a practical guide
for visitors. It highlights key sights, cultural experiences, and modern attractions that
await travelers in each city. Beyond landmarks and museums, the book introduces
readers to the rhythm of daily life—whether it's savoring street food in Gwangju,
wandering ancient alleys in Gyeongju, or marvelling at contemporary architecture
along Seoul’s Han River. Special attention is also given to the unique circumstances
and visitor opportunities in North Korean cities, which remain shrouded in secrecy yet
hold immense historical significance.

Above all, “Cities of Korea” aims to foster a deeper appreciation for the diversity and
resilience of Korean urban life. Within the contrasts of north and south, tradition and
innovation, visitors are invited to witness cities that are much more than their
skylines—they are living chronicles of adaptation, persistence, and hope. Whether you
plan to journey in person or embark through these pages, you will find much to
inspire, educate, and captivate in the cities of Korea.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Korean Peninsula: Geography,
History, and Division

The Korean Peninsula, a finger of land extending southward from the Asian mainland,
is a region of remarkable geographical diversity and a long, often tumultuous history.
Nestled between the vast landmass of China to the northwest and Russia to the
northeast, and separated from the archipelago of Japan by the Korea Strait, its
strategic location has profoundly shaped its destiny. This geographical position has
made it a crossroads of cultures and, unfortunately, a frequent stage for geopolitical
drama.

The peninsula itself stretches approximately 1,000 kilometers (620 miles) from north
to south and about 300 kilometers (190 miles) from east to west, covering an area
similar to that of the United Kingdom. While its coastline, particularly to the south and
west, is highly irregular and dotted with thousands of islands, the interior is
predominantly mountainous. The Taebaek Mountains form a prominent spine along
the eastern coast, while the Sobaek Mountains traverse the central regions, creating a
dramatic landscape often cloaked in dense forests.

Major rivers like the Yalu (Amnok) and Tumen in the north define natural boundaries
with China and Russia respectively, and have historically been vital for agriculture,
transport, and trade. In the south, the Han River flows through the capital, Seoul, a
lifeline for one of the world’s largest metropolitan areas. The climate varies from a
continental climate in the north, characterized by cold, dry winters and hot summers,
to a more temperate climate in the south with milder winters and warm, humid
summers. The entire peninsula experiences four distinct seasons, with particularly
pleasant springs and autumns.

Human habitation on the Korean Peninsula dates back roughly half a million years to
the Lower Paleolithic era. The mythical founding of Gojoseon, the first Korean
kingdom, is traditionally placed at 2333 BC in the northern part of the peninsula and
southern Manchuria. This early period was followed by various tribal states and then
the emergence of the "Three Kingdoms" of Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla. Goguryeo held
sway over the northern half of the peninsula and parts of Manchuria, while Baekje and
Silla controlled the southern regions.

By the 6th century AD, Silla began to expand its influence, eventually conquering
Baekje and Goguryeo with the aid of China's Tang Dynasty. This led to the unification
of most of the Korean Peninsula under Unified Silla in 676 AD. Following the collapse of
Unified Silla, the Goryeo Dynasty arose in 918 AD, eventually unifying most of the
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peninsula and giving rise to the English word "Korea." The Goryeo period, while
marked by cultural achievements, also saw the peninsula subjected to Mongol
invasions.

In 1392, General Yi Seong-gye overthrew the Goryeo Dynasty and established the
Joseon Dynasty, which lasted for over 500 years until 1910. During this long period,
Korea often adopted an isolationist policy, earning it the moniker "Hermit Kingdom."
However, the late 19th and early 20th centuries brought increasing foreign
interference, culminating in Japan's formal annexation of Korea in 1910. This period of
Japanese colonial rule, which lasted until 1945, was a time of significant hardship for
the Korean people, marked by efforts to suppress Korean language and culture.

The end of World War Il in 1945 brought liberation from Japanese rule, but also a new
and tragic chapter in Korea's history. The victorious Allied powers divided the
peninsula along the 38th parallel, with the Soviet Union administering the North and
the United States overseeing the South. This temporary division, intended to facilitate
disarmament and the establishment of an independent Korean government, quickly
solidified as Cold War tensions escalated.

In 1948, the failure of the great powers to agree on a unified government led to the
formal establishment of two separate nations: the Democratic People's Republic of
Korea (DPRK) in the North, backed by the Soviet Union, and the Republic of Korea
(ROK) in the South, supported by the United States and Western powers. This division,
born of post-war power politics, set the stage for one of the 20th century's most
devastating conflicts: the Korean War.

On June 25, 1950, North Korean forces invaded South Korea, crossing the 38th parallel
and initiating a brutal three-year war. The conflict quickly drew in international forces,
with the United Nations Command, led by the United States, supporting South Korea,
and China and the Soviet Union aiding North Korea. The Korean War was an
exceptionally destructive conflict, resulting in an estimated three million deaths, the
majority of whom were civilians. Virtually all major cities on the Korean Peninsula were
devastated by the fighting and extensive bombing campaigns, particularly in the
North.

The war concluded with the signing of the Korean Armistice Agreement on July 27,
1953, which established a ceasefire but not a formal peace treaty. This armistice
created the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), a heavily fortified border roughly along the
38th parallel, which continues to divide the two Koreas to this day. The division has
profoundly shaped the social, economic, and political landscapes of both nations,
leading to vastly different paths of development and creating a unique geopolitical
situation that remains a focal point of international relations.
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