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Introduction
Korea stands as a land of profound resilience and transformation—a peninsula shaped
as much by its natural contours and resources as by the relentless currents of history
and the ambitions of neighboring powers. Spanning thousands of years, the story of
Korea is one of ancient kingdoms rising and falling, dynasties forging new cultures and
systems of thought, and a people continually redefining their identity amidst moments
of both peace and profound upheaval.

From the earliest traces of human activity found in Paleolithic sites to the emergence
of organized chiefdoms marked by mysterious dolmens, Korea’s ancient prehistory
speaks to ingenuity in adapting to the land and forging early communities. The
founding myths and archaeological evidence alike point to a society in constant
transition, negotiating its own distinct path even as it absorbed influences from
Siberia, Manchuria, and the broader East Asian world.

As kingdoms such as Gojoseon, Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla took shape, Korea became
a tapestry of rival polities, each contributing unique threads of culture, religion, and
governance. The adoption of Buddhism, the development of sophisticated craft
traditions like celadon pottery, and engagement with powers such as the Chinese
dynasties and early Japan, reveal a dynamic, outward-looking civilization even amid
periods of intense internal rivalry.

The cycles of unification and division—Silla’s golden age, Balhae’s rise in the north,
the tumult of the Later Three Kingdoms, and the grandeur of the Goryeo and Joseon
dynasties—offer insight into the ways Korean society evolved, codified law, invented a
world-renowned script, and established ideas of government, identity, and social
hierarchy that would persist for centuries. Advancements in science, the arts, and
philosophy during these eras stand as testament to Korea’s enduring cultural
sophistication.

Yet, Korea’s fate would also be dramatically shaped by forces beyond its control,
particularly from the nineteenth century onward. The encroachment of imperial
powers, traumatic years of colonial subjugation under Japan, the cataclysm of the
Korean War, and the painful partition of the peninsula into North and South Korea
have left deep scars but have also drawn forth extraordinary resilience and creativity
from the Korean people. Contemporary Korea is marked by a remarkable economic
and cultural renaissance in the South and persistent challenges in the North, with
legacies of the past still present in every aspect of society and international relations.

This book traces the full continuum of Korean history, from distant prehistory to the
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modern era. It endeavors not only to recount the major events and figures, but also to
uncover the shifts in society, thought, and everyday life that make Korea’s history
unique. In doing so, it invites readers to see Korea not as a distant “other,” but as a
dynamic civilization whose past and present continue to shape the broader region and
the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Korea:
Geography and Foundations
The Korean Peninsula, a finger of land extending southward from the northeastern
Asian mainland, has a geography that has profoundly shaped its history and the
character of its people. Situated between the vast landmass of China to the west and
north, and the islands of Japan to the east and south, Korea's location has consistently
placed it at a crossroads, influencing its interactions, conflicts, and cultural
development. The Yellow Sea lies to the west, the East China Sea and Korea Strait to
the south, and the Sea of Japan (or East Sea, as it is known in Korea) to the east.

The peninsula itself is approximately 1,000 kilometers (620 miles) long from north to
south and about 300 kilometers (190 miles) wide at its narrowest point. While not
immense in size, its diverse topography has created distinct regions throughout
history. Mountains are a dominant feature, covering roughly 70 percent of the land.
These ranges are particularly prominent in the eastern and northern parts of the
peninsula.

The Baekdu-daegan, a major mountain range, runs like a spine down the eastern side
of the peninsula, beginning with the Rangnim Mountains in the north. From this central
ridge, several lower, secondary ranges, such as the Taebaek and Sobaek mountains,
branch off to the southwest. These mountainous areas have historically acted as
natural barriers, influencing population distribution, regional development, and
providing defensive advantages.

Despite the prevalence of mountains, fertile lowlands and river valleys are found,
particularly in the southern and western parts of the peninsula. These areas, well-
suited for agriculture, became centers of population and early settlement. The
coastline, especially in the south and west, is complex and indented, with numerous
islands. This contrasts with the relatively smooth eastern coastline.

Major rivers have also played a vital role in Korean history, serving as transportation
routes, sources of irrigation, and defining geographical boundaries. The Yalu (Amnok)
and Tumen rivers in the north form part of the border with China and Russia. In South
Korea, major rivers include the Han River, which flows through Seoul, the capital, the
Nakdong River, the longest river in the country, the Geum River, the Seomjin River,
and the Yeongsan River. These river systems, particularly in the west and south, have
deposited extensive alluvial plains, contributing to the fertile agricultural lands in
these regions.
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Korea's climate is characterized by four distinct seasons, a result of its mid-latitude
location and the influence of the East Asian monsoon. Winters are generally cold and
dry, especially in the north, while summers are hot and humid, with significant rainfall
during the monsoon season, typically in late June or July. Spring and autumn offer
milder temperatures and clearer skies. The climate varies from north to south, with
the southern regions experiencing a warmer and wetter climate influenced by warm
ocean currents, while the north is colder and more continental. This seasonal variation
has shaped agricultural practices and daily life throughout history.

While not exceptionally rich in mineral resources compared to some other nations,
Korea does possess some reserves. Historically significant minerals have included
anthracite coal, iron ore, graphite, gold, silver, tungsten, lead, and zinc. Deposits of
graphite and tungsten are notable on a global scale. However, Korea has often relied
on imports to meet its needs for many metallic minerals and crude petroleum. The
mountainous terrain and geological composition, largely of Precambrian origin with
later volcanic activity, have influenced the distribution and types of mineral deposits
found on the peninsula.

The geographical position of the Korean Peninsula, situated between larger continental
and island powers, has undeniably influenced its historical trajectory. Its location has
made it a strategic prize and a corridor for cultural and political exchange, but also a
battleground for competing interests. The mountainous interior has offered some
protection and fostered regional identities, while the coasts and rivers have facilitated
interaction and trade. Early inhabitants, believed to have migrated from Manchuria
and Siberia, settled along the coasts and river valleys, adapting to the diverse
landscape. This interplay between the land, its resources, and the people who
inhabited it laid the foundation for the rich and complex history that unfolded on the
Korean Peninsula.
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