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Introduction

South Korea stands today as one of the world’s leading economies, a beacon of
democracy in East Asia, and a dynamic cultural powerhouse whose influence is felt far
beyond its borders. Yet the story of South Korea’s emergence is one marked by
immense transformation, resilience, and complexity. To understand the nation as it is
today, it is essential to look back at the long arc of history that shaped its lands, its
people, and its place on the world stage.

The Korean Peninsula’s roots run deep, stretching back to prehistoric times when early
peoples first settled in its valleys and river basins. Over millennia, the peninsula was
home to a succession of kingdoms, each contributing to the evolving identity of
Korean civilization. From the mythic founding of Gojoseon and the cultural blossoming
under the Three Kingdoms, through ages of unification, division, and the emergence of
powerful dynasties, Korea’s early history laid the foundations for both modern South
and North Korea.

Repeatedly, Korean society was shaped—and sometimes scarred—by encounters with
outside powers. The Mongol invasions, Japanese incursions, and pressures from
neighboring empires frequently tested the strength and independence of Korean
states. Particularly traumatic was the period of Japanese colonial rule in the early
twentieth century, during which Koreans faced cultural suppression, forced labor, and
violence, but also forged new forms of resistance and national consciousness.

The tumultuous events of the twentieth century—liberation, division, and a
devastating war—left the peninsula divided and South Korea facing incredible
challenges. Out of the ashes of conflict and poverty, the nation embarked on an
astonishing path of industrialization and modernization, transforming itself within a
few generations into a model of economic development. This “Miracle on the Han
River” was not without its hardships: South Korea’s path was often marred by political
turmoil, authoritarian governments, and struggles for democracy.

The story of recent decades has been one of further transformation. South Korea
democratized, expanded its global presence, and became known for influences new
and old: its vibrant pop culture, cutting-edge technology, and enduring traditions. Yet
challenges remain, as the legacies of division, history, and modernization continue to
shape society, politics, and the national psyche.

This book seeks to offer a comprehensive chronicle of South Korea’s remarkable

journey from ancient times to today. Through archaeological discoveries, legendary
tales, dynastic histories, and contemporary accounts, it paints the portrait of a nation
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whose resilience and creativity have allowed it to weather the storms of history and
emerge onto the world stage with confidence, complexity, and hope.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Beginnings: The Earliest
Inhabitants of the Korean Peninsula

The story of Korea does not begin with gleaming skyscrapers or bustling cities, nor
even with the grand palaces of ancient kings. It starts much, much earlier, in a time
before written words, before metal tools, when the Korean Peninsula was a vastly
different landscape, roamed by creatures long extinct and by the earliest human
pioneers. To delve into these prehistoric beginnings is to enter a realm of
archaeological detective work, where fragments of stone, bone, and pottery whisper
tales of survival, innovation, and the enduring human spirit on this ancient land.

Our journey into Korea's deep past begins in the Paleolithic period, or Old Stone Age.
The exact timing of the first human arrival on the peninsula is a subject of ongoing
research and spirited debate among scholars, a common theme when peering so far
back in time. However, evidence suggests that hominins, our ancient human relatives,
may have reached this eastern edge of the Eurasian landmass as early as 700,000
years ago, perhaps even earlier. During the glacial periods of the Pleistocene epoch,
lower sea levels meant that the peninsula was, at times, connected to the mainland of
Asia and the Japanese archipelago by land bridges, facilitating the movement of both
animals and the hominins who hunted them.

These earliest inhabitants were likely groups of Homo erectus, a resilient and
adaptable species known for their use of simple stone tools and their ability to migrate
vast distances. Archaeological sites like Seokjang-ri in South Chungcheong Province
and Jeongok-ri in Gyeonggi Province have yielded crucial evidence, including chopper-
chopping tools and hand axes. The discovery of Acheulean-type hand axes at Jeongok-
ri in the late 1970s was particularly significant, as it challenged previous theories
about the distribution of this tool technology in East Asia, hinting at more complex and
varied early human dispersals than previously thought.

Life in Paleolithic Korea was a constant struggle for survival. The climate fluctuated
wildly, alternating between brutally cold glacial periods and warmer interglacial spells.
These early Koreans were nomadic hunter-gatherers, living in small, mobile bands.
They tracked herds of large mammals like mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses, and giant
deer, animals that provided not only food but also hides for clothing and shelter, and
bones for tools and ornaments. Their shelters were likely rudimentary, perhaps caves
or simple constructions of branches and animal skins, offering temporary respite from
the elements.

The toolkit of these Paleolithic peoples, while seemingly basic to modern eyes,
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represented a sophisticated adaptation to their environment. They skillfully knapped
stones like quartz, chert, and obsidian to create sharp-edged flakes, choppers, and
points for hunting, butchering, and processing other materials. Fire was, of course, a
critical element in their lives, providing warmth, protection from predators, and a
means to cook food, making nutrients more readily available. Archaeological evidence
for controlled fire use is present at many Paleolithic sites across the peninsula.

As millennia passed, Homo sapiens, or modern humans, gradually replaced or
absorbed earlier hominin populations in the region. These later Paleolithic people
continued the hunter-gatherer lifestyle but exhibited increasing sophistication in their
tool-making, hunting strategies, and possibly social organization. They developed
more refined stone tools, including blades and burins, and made greater use of bone
and antler for tools like harpoons and needles, suggesting the crafting of tailored
clothing.

The environment continued its dramatic shifts. The Last Glacial Maximum, around
20,000 years ago, would have presented extreme challenges, pushing human
populations into more sheltered southern refugia or forcing them to adapt to intensely
cold and arid conditions. Yet, humanity endured on the peninsula, leaving faint but
indelible traces of their existence in scattered campsites and tool-strewn landscapes.
We can only imagine the richness of their unrecorded oral traditions, their
understanding of the natural world, and the social bonds that held their small
communities together through harsh times.

Around 10,000 BC, as the last Ice Age waned, the Korean Peninsula began to
transform. Temperatures rose, glaciers retreated, and sea levels gradually increased,
shaping the coastline we recognize today. Forests of deciduous trees replaced the
sparse, cold-adapted vegetation of the glacial era. This period of climatic transition
marks the beginning of what some archaeologists term the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone
Age, in Korea, though others see it as a late phase of the Paleolithic or an early part of
the Neolithic. Regardless of nomenclature, it was a time of significant adaptation.

With the disappearance of the large Ice Age megafauna, Mesolithic people shifted
their hunting focus to smaller, swifter game like deer and wild boar. Fishing, shellfish
collection, and the gathering of wild plants, nuts, and berries became increasingly
important components of their diet. This dietary diversification is reflected in the
archaeological record, with the appearance of microliths - small, finely crafted stone
blades that could be hafted onto wooden or bone shafts to create composite tools like
arrows and fishing spears. These tools indicate a more specialized and efficient
exploitation of the changing environment.

Mesolithic sites are often found along rivers and coastlines, reflecting the growing

importance of aquatic resources. Shell mounds, ancient refuse heaps rich in discarded
shells, bones, and artifacts, begin to appear during this period, offering valuable
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insights into the diet and daily life of these communities. While still largely mobile,
these groups may have established more semi-permanent base camps in resource-
rich areas, returning to them seasonally. The Mesolithic laid the crucial groundwork for
the more settled lifestyles that would characterize the subsequent Neolithic period.

The dawn of the Neolithic, or New Stone Age, in Korea, conventionally dated from
around 8,000 BC, heralded a series of profound changes in human society and
technology. The most iconic development of this era is the invention and widespread
use of pottery. The earliest Korean pottery, known as Jeulmun pottery (or comb-
pattern pottery), is among the oldest in the world. Its name derives from the
characteristic incised or impressed decorations, often resembling geometric patterns,
parallel lines, or, indeed, the marks of a comb dragged across wet clay.

The appearance of Jeulmun pottery was a significant technological leap. For the first
time, people had durable, fire-proof containers for cooking, storing food, and possibly
for ritual purposes. Boiling food in pots would have made a wider range of foodstuffs
digestible and nutritious, contributing to better health and potentially population
growth. The styles of Jeulmun pottery evolved over its long history, which spanned
several millennia, with variations in shape, size, and decorative motifs appearing
across different regions and time periods. Early forms were often simple, conical-
based vessels, perhaps designed to be set into soft earth or embers.

While pottery is a hallmark, the Neolithic was not just about pots. It was a period of
gradual transition towards a more sedentary way of life, although full-scale agriculture
took time to establish itself firmly on the peninsula. Early Neolithic communities
continued to rely heavily on hunting, fishing, and gathering. However, evidence
suggests the beginnings of cultivation, with domesticated plants like foxtail millet and
broomcorn millet appearing in the archaeological record by the middle Neolithic period
(around 3500 BC). These early crops supplemented, rather than replaced, wild food
sources.

Neolithic settlements became more substantial and longer-lasting than their
Paleolithic predecessors. People lived in pit-dwellings - semi-subterranean houses dug
into the earth, typically circular or rectangular in shape, with a central hearth and a
roof supported by wooden posts. Clusters of these dwellings formed small villages,
often located near rivers or on coastal terraces, providing access to fresh water,
fishing grounds, and arable land. Sites like Amsa-dong in present-day Seoul offer a
fascinating glimpse into such a Neolithic village, with reconstructed pit-houses and
displays of artifacts.

The social organization of Jeulmun communities is thought to have been largely
egalitarian, based on kinship ties and communal cooperation. There is little
archaeological evidence of significant social hierarchy or centralised authority. Burial
practices were relatively simple, often involving interment in shell mounds or near
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settlements, without elaborate grave goods that would suggest marked differences in
status. These societies were likely organized into clans or extended family groups,
sharing resources and labor.

Spirituality and ritual life in the Neolithic are harder to reconstruct definitively, but
tantalizing clues exist. Some pottery vessels may have had ritual uses. The careful
burial of the dead suggests a respect for ancestors and perhaps a belief in an afterlife.
Additionally, rock carvings and abstract designs on pottery could hold symbolic
meanings that are now lost to us. The natural world - animals, plants, celestial bodies
- would have undoubtedly played a central role in their belief systems, as it did for
many prehistoric cultures.

The long Jeulmun period, lasting until around 1500 BC, was not static. Over thousands
of years, there were gradual changes in tool technology, subsistence strategies, and
settlement patterns. Polished stone tools, such as axes, adzes, and grinding stones,
became common, facilitating woodworking and food processing. Fishing technology
improved with the use of stone net sinkers and bone fishhooks. The Jeulmun people
were highly adapted to their local environments, skillfully exploiting the diverse
resources of the peninsula's forests, rivers, and coastlines.

The transition from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age in Korea, beginning roughly around
1500 BC to 1000 BC, marks another pivotal chapter in the peninsula's prehistory. This
era is not defined by a sudden, peninsula-wide adoption of bronze, but rather by a
gradual diffusion of metallurgical knowledge and the slow incorporation of bronze
objects into existing cultural repertoires. The introduction of bronze technology likely
came from contacts with cultures to the north, in Manchuria and possibly Siberia,
where bronze-working was already established.

Initially, bronze was an extremely rare and precious commodity. Early bronze artifacts
found in Korea include daggers, spearheads, mirrors, and ornaments. These were not
everyday tools for the common person; rather, they were symbols of power, prestige,
and possibly ritual authority. The possession of these gleaming, durable metal objects
would have set their owners apart, signaling the beginnings of social stratification and
the emergence of elite individuals or groups within society.

The Bronze Age in Korea is closely associated with a distinct cultural complex known
as the Mumun pottery period. Mumun, meaning "undecorated" or "plain," refers to the
characteristic pottery of this era, which largely replaced the earlier Jeulmun comb-
patterned wares. Mumun pottery is typically thicker, sturdier, and far less ornate than
its predecessor, often featuring a reddish-brown or greyish surface. Its utilitarian forms
- jars, bowls, and steamers - suggest a focus on practical food storage and
preparation, perhaps linked to evolving agricultural practices.

Indeed, agriculture saw significant development during the Bronze Age. While millet
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cultivation continued, rice, which had likely been introduced in a limited way during
the late Jeulmun period, became increasingly important, especially in the southern
parts of the peninsula. The adoption of wet-rice farming, requiring more intensive
labor and communal organization for the construction and maintenance of paddies
and irrigation systems, had profound social implications. It could support larger, more
sedentary populations and may have contributed to clearer concepts of land
ownership and territoriality.

One of the most striking and enduring legacies of the Korean Bronze Age is its
megalithic culture, particularly the construction of dolmens (known as goindol in
Korean). Thousands of these monumental stone structures are found across the
peninsula, making Korea one of the densest concentrations of dolmens in the world.
These dolmens typically consist of massive capstones, sometimes weighing many
tons, supported by two or more upright stones. They served primarily as tombs for
prominent individuals, chieftains, or elite families.

There are two main types of dolmens in Korea: the northern or "table" type, where the
capstone is raised high on its supports, creating a chamber-like space beneath, and
the southern or "capstone" (or "go-board") type, where the capstone is either laid
directly on the ground over a burial pit or supported by very small stones. The sheer
effort required to quarry, transport, and erect these stones speaks volumes about the
ability of Bronze Age leaders to command labor and resources, a clear indicator of
growing social complexity and Tincipient chiefdoms.

The grave goods interred with the deceased in these dolmens further illuminate the
social hierarchy of the time. Polished stone daggers, burnished red pottery, jade
ornaments, and, significantly, bronze daggers (like the distinctively Korean Liaoning-
style daggers) are often found in these elite burials. These items were not just
personal possessions but also symbols of status and power, underscoring the divide
between the rulers and the ruled. The concentration of dolmens in certain areas might
also suggest the territories of competing local polities.

Bronze Age settlements were generally larger and more permanently established than
those of the Neolithic. Dwellings continued to be pit-houses, but they often became
more substantial and were sometimes arranged in more organized village layouts.
Some settlements were even fortified with ditches or wooden palisades, hinting at an
increase in inter-group conflict as populations grew and competition for resources or
power intensified. The presence of bronze weapons, though initially scarce, would
have undoubtedly changed the nature of warfare.

Beyond tools and tombs, the Bronze Age saw the development of more complex ritual
practices. Bronze mirrors, often decorated with intricate geometric designs, may have
been used in ceremonies, perhaps related to sun worship or shamanistic rituals.
Certain stone daggers and other artifacts seem to have had purely ceremonial
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functions. These practices suggest a more formalized religious or ideological system,
potentially manipulated by emerging elites to legitimize their authority.

The Korean Bronze Age was not a uniform phenomenon across the entire peninsula.
Regional variations existed in pottery styles, burial customs, and the pace of
technological and social change. The influence of cultures from Manchuria and the
Liaoning region was particularly strong in the northern parts, while distinct local
traditions developed in the south. This period was a dynamic crucible of interaction,
innovation, and societal transformation.

As the Bronze Age progressed, the foundations were being laid for the emergence of
more complex political entities. The increasing agricultural productivity, technological
advancements like bronze metallurgy, growing populations, and the rise of social
elites created the necessary conditions for the development of early states. It is out of
this complex Bronze Age milieu that the first historically attested Korean kingdom,
Gojoseon, would eventually arise, marking the transition from the long ages of
prehistory to the dawn of recorded history on the peninsula - a story we shall turn to
in the next chapter. The echoes of these earliest inhabitants, their struggles, their
innovations, and their monuments, continue to resonate, forming the deepest layer of
Korea's rich historical tapestry.
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