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Introduction
Seoul, Korea’s glittering and dynamic capital, is a city whose identity has been shaped
by millennia of human ingenuity, resilience, conflict, and adaptation. From its
beginnings as a prehistoric settlement along the banks of the Han River to its
emergence as a global metropolis at the forefront of technology and culture, Seoul’s
story is the story of Korea itself. The narrative of Seoul is rich and layered,
encompassing eras of conquest and transformation, endurance and regeneration.

This book, "A History of Seoul," seeks to guide readers through the long arc of the
city’s experience. It begins with the earliest archaeological evidence of human
habitation, tracing the gradual formation of settled societies in the region through the
Neolithic and Bronze Ages. These early chapters explore the fundamental relationship
between people and the land—how the Han River nurtured life and drew the ambitions
of emerging states.

The significance of Seoul surged during periods of regional conflict and statehood,
particularly with the foundation of Wiryeseong by Baekje and the city's strategic
importance through the Three Kingdoms and Unified Silla periods. Each successive
dynasty imprinted new layers on the city: from Goryeo’s southern capital of
Namgyeong to the deliberate urban planning and cultural heights of Hanseong, the
magnificent Joseon capital. The shifting names—Wirye, Hanyang, Hanseong, Keijō, and
finally Seoul—are more than simple labels; they reflect dramatic shifts in political
power, cultural ideology, and national destiny.

The twentieth century brought immense challenges and change, as colonial rule, war,
and reconstruction upended the lives of Seoul’s residents while fundamentally
remaking the city’s appearance and institutions. The postwar era of rapid
industrialization, often called the "Miracle on the Han River," saw Seoul transformed
again—its population exploding, its skyline soaring, and its influence spreading
globally. Yet intertwined with progress came challenges: pollution, urban sprawl, and
the complex task of honoring historic sites amidst relentless modernization.

Today, Seoul stands as both a living museum of the past and a vanguard of the future.
Its palaces and fortress walls recall centuries of royal power and civic life, while
bustling markets, cutting-edge skyscrapers, and vibrant neighborhoods reflect ongoing
growth and innovation. Throughout all these eras, the people of Seoul have shown
remarkable adaptability, forging new beginnings from moments of crisis and drawing
on a deep reservoir of cultural memory.

In the pages that follow, readers will discover not only the facts and figures of Seoul’s
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development, but also the enduring spirit that has defined—and continues to
shape—this remarkable city. It is a story of survival and reinvention, challenge and
triumph, woven into the very fabric of Seoul’s streets and skyline.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Seoul: Prehistoric
Origins
Long before skyscrapers pierced the clouds or bustling markets filled the air with
sounds and scents, the land that would one day become Seoul was a very different
place. It was a landscape shaped by the deep, slow rhythms of geological time, where
the mighty Han River carved its path through ancient rock formations. This was the
setting for the earliest human stories on the Korean Peninsula, stories whispered not in
words, but in stone tools and scattered remains left behind by our ancient ancestors.

The Korean Peninsula itself is a land of considerable geological age, with some rocks
dating back to the Precambrian era. These ancient foundations form the bedrock
beneath the modern city. Over millions of years, tectonic forces sculpted the varied
topography of mountains and valleys, creating the environment that early humans
would eventually inhabit. The Han River, in particular, played a crucial role, its course
and terraces providing both resources and a geographical focal point for prehistoric
life.

Evidence suggests that humans first arrived on the Korean Peninsula during the
Paleolithic Age. While the exact timeline is a subject of ongoing research and debate,
some archaeological findings point to a presence as early as half a million years ago,
or even 700,000 years ago. This makes the prehistory of this region incredibly deep,
reaching back into the mists of the distant past, long before the dawn of recorded
history.

The Paleolithic period is often divided into Lower, Middle, and Upper stages, reflecting
changes in stone tool technology and human behavior. In Korea, archaeologists often
use a two-stage model: early and Late Paleolithic. The early Paleolithic in Korea,
spanning roughly from the middle Pleistocene until about 40,000 to 30,000 years ago,
shows distinct characteristics.

One of the most significant Paleolithic sites on the Korean Peninsula, though not within
the strict boundaries of modern Seoul, is Jeongok-ri. Located about 40 kilometers north
of Seoul in the Hantan and Imjin river basins, Jeongok-ri gained international
recognition with the discovery of Acheulean-type handaxes. This finding challenged
earlier theories about the distribution of such tools in East Asia.

While Jeongok-ri provides crucial insights into the early Paleolithic in the broader
region, archaeological investigations closer to the Seoul area have also revealed
traces of these ancient inhabitants. The lower reaches of the Han River have yielded
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artifacts that confirm human presence during this remote period. These early people
were hunter-gatherers, their lives intimately connected to the natural world around
them.

Their survival depended on their ability to effectively utilize the resources available in
their environment. Stone tools were essential for this way of life. These tools, crafted
from various types of stone like quartzite, porphyry, obsidian, and chert, were used for
a multitude of tasks, including hunting, butchering animals, processing plant
materials, and preparing food.

The types of stone tools found offer clues about the technological capabilities of these
early groups. Simple chopper tools, made by chipping away flakes from a stone core,
were among the earliest forms. As the Paleolithic progressed, more refined techniques
emerged, resulting in a greater variety of tools adapted for specific purposes.

Evidence from sites across the Korean Peninsula suggests that Paleolithic humans
hunted a range of animals. Fossil remains of extinct species such as rhinoceros, cave
bear, brown bear, and various deer have been unearthed at cave sites. While direct
evidence within the immediate Seoul area is limited for this very early period, it is
reasonable to assume similar prey roamed the Han River valley.

Life was undoubtedly challenging, dictated by the seasons and the availability of food.
These early inhabitants would have moved through the landscape, following animal
herds and seeking out edible plants. Their shelters were likely temporary, perhaps
utilizing natural rock formations or constructing simple structures near riversides.

Open-air sites near river banks are common locations for Paleolithic discoveries in
Korea. The rivers would have provided not only water but also attracted animals,
making them prime locations for hunting and foraging. The terraces carved by the Han
River over millennia would have offered relatively stable ground for temporary camps.

Cave sites also served as important shelters for Paleolithic people. These natural
formations offered protection from the elements and predators. Archaeological
excavations in caves have yielded not only stone tools but also valuable information
about the fauna that shared the landscape with early humans.

The South Han River area, in the southeastern part of modern Seoul, is known to have
a number of Paleolithic sites, including both caves and open-air locations. These sites
provide localized evidence of the ancient presence in the broader Seoul region. The
study of these sites helps piece together a picture of early human activity in this
specific geographic context.

One notable open-air site in the South Han River area is Ch'angnae. Excavations there
in the early 1980s uncovered a small camp believed to be an Upper Paleolithic
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habitation site. The findings included stone tools and evidence of a hearth, suggesting
a degree of settled, albeit likely seasonal, occupation.

The Ch'angnae site offered intriguing glimpses into the living structures of these early
people. Postholes were discovered, indicating the presence of a hut. This suggests
that even in the Upper Paleolithic, humans were capable of constructing basic
shelters, providing a more stable base than simply relying on natural caves.

The stone tools recovered from sites like Ch'angnae provide further detail about their
technology. Tools for hunting, butchering, and preparing food were found. While
sophisticated blade techniques were rare at this particular site, the stone tools showed
evidence of careful flaking and retouching.

The materials used for toolmaking at Ch'angnae were primarily local resources like
quartz, sandstone, and shale. This indicates that these early inhabitants were skilled
at utilizing the readily available materials in their immediate environment to create
the tools they needed for survival.

The presence of a hearth at Ch'angnae is also significant. Control of fire was a crucial
development in human history, providing warmth, protection from animals, and a
means for cooking food. The hearth at Ch'angnae, an oval-shaped area with rocks and
pebbles, likely served as a central point for the inhabitants of the hut.

The environmental conditions at the time of the Ch'angnae occupation are thought to
have been generally warm, with distinct wet and dry seasons. This aligns with the
period being an interstadial, a warmer phase within the last glacial period. Such
conditions would have influenced the types of plants and animals available to the
inhabitants.

Compared to Paleolithic sites in other parts of the world, the Korean Peninsula,
including the area around modern Seoul, presents a unique regional picture of early
human development. The types of tools and the patterns of settlement, as revealed
through archaeology, contribute to our understanding of how humans adapted to
diverse environments during this vast period.

The study of the Paleolithic in Korea, and specifically in the Han River basin, has been
ongoing for decades. The excavation of sites like Seokjang-ri in the 1960s marked a
turning point, confirming the existence of the Paleolithic age in South Korea and laying
the groundwork for future research.

Paleolithic archaeology in South Korea continues to uncover new evidence and refine
our understanding of the earliest human presence. Researchers employ various dating
techniques to determine the age of sites and artifacts, helping to build a chronological
framework for this deep past.
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The geological history of the Han River basin is intertwined with its archaeological
significance. The river's dynamic nature, shaping the landscape through erosion and
deposition, has both preserved and sometimes obscured the traces of ancient life.
River terraces, formed by past changes in water levels, are often where Paleolithic
artifacts are found buried within layers of sediment.

The loess deposits, fine windblown silt, found in some areas also hold clues. Stone
tools have been discovered within these clay layers, providing further context about
the environment and human activity during the Paleolithic. The layering of different
sediments allows archaeologists to understand the sequence of events over vast
stretches of time.

Understanding the Paleolithic period is crucial for appreciating the full scope of Seoul's
history. It reminds us that the land has been a stage for human activity for an
immense duration, far longer than the history of kingdoms and dynasties. These early
inhabitants, though their lives were vastly different from our own, were the first to
navigate and utilize this landscape.

Their knowledge of the environment, their skills in crafting tools, and their strategies
for survival laid the very earliest foundations for human presence in this region. While
we may not know their names or their individual stories, their collective experience is
the opening chapter in the long and complex history of the land that would eventually
become Seoul.

The transition from the Paleolithic way of life to the settled agricultural communities of
the Neolithic period marked a fundamental shift. However, the Paleolithic era, with its
hunter-gatherer societies and nomadic or semi-nomadic existence, represents the vast
majority of human history in this region. It was a time when humans lived in close
harmony, and sometimes in challenging conflict, with the natural world.

The tools left behind, the remnants of hearths, and the scattered bones of the animals
they hunted are the only direct links we have to these distant ancestors. Each
discovery adds another small piece to the puzzle of understanding their lives and their
relationship with the land along the Han River.

The geographical features of the Seoul area, the hills and valleys, and the course of
the Han River, were all part of the world these early humans inhabited. They would
have known the rhythms of the river, the best places to find stone for tools, and the
movements of the animals they relied upon for sustenance.

Even though the Paleolithic sites within the modern administrative boundaries of Seoul
might not be as numerous or as extensively studied as some others on the peninsula,
the broader context of Paleolithic life in the Han River basin is directly relevant. The
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people who inhabited the wider region would have interacted with and moved through
the area that is now the bustling capital.

The sheer depth of time represented by the Paleolithic is staggering. It stretches back
through multiple ice ages and warmer interstadial periods, each environmental shift
presenting new challenges and opportunities for human adaptation. The ability of
these early groups to survive and persist through such dramatic changes is a
testament to their resilience.

While much remains unknown about the specifics of Paleolithic life in the immediate
Seoul area, ongoing archaeological research continues to shed light on this distant
past. New technologies and excavation techniques allow for more detailed analysis of
sites and artifacts, providing richer insights into the lives of these first inhabitants.

The Paleolithic inhabitants of the Han River valley were not building cities or
establishing complex social hierarchies in the way that later peoples would. Their
focus was on immediate survival, on the daily tasks of finding food and shelter. Yet,
their presence, however transient it might seem from a modern perspective, was the
essential precursor to everything that followed.

They were the pioneers, the first to explore and understand the potential of this land.
Their movements across the landscape, their knowledge of its resources, and their
ability to fashion tools from stone represent the very beginning of the human story in
the place we now call Seoul. It is a foundational chapter, written in the earth itself,
that set the stage for millennia of history yet to unfold.

The tools they crafted, simple as they may appear to modern eyes, were sophisticated
for their time and crucial for their survival in a challenging environment. The
handaxes, choppers, and scrapers found at Paleolithic sites are not just historical
artifacts; they are tangible links to the ingenuity and resourcefulness of our earliest
ancestors.

These tools speak to a deep understanding of the properties of stone and the
techniques required to shape it effectively. The ability to produce sharp edges for
cutting and scraping, and robust points for hunting, was fundamental to their ability to
thrive in a hunter-gatherer economy.

The distribution of Paleolithic sites often reflects the availability of raw materials for
toolmaking. Areas with suitable stone deposits would have been particularly attractive
to these early groups, serving as quarries and workshops where they could replenish
their essential tools.

The study of Paleolithic sites also involves analyzing the wear patterns on stone tools.
These microscopic traces can reveal how the tools were used, providing direct
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evidence of activities like butchering animals, working with wood or plant fibers, or
processing hides. This adds another layer of detail to our understanding of their daily
lives.

While direct fossil evidence of the specific hominin species that inhabited the Seoul
area during the early and middle Paleolithic is limited, findings from other sites on the
Korean Peninsula and in East Asia contribute to the broader picture of human
evolution in the region. The presence of stone tool industries suggests the activity of
early human groups, even if their physical remains are yet to be discovered locally.

The transition from the early to the Late Paleolithic saw further developments in
technology and possibly in social organization. The Late Paleolithic, roughly from
40,000 to 10,000 years ago, is associated with the emergence of more advanced
toolmaking techniques and evidence of more complex behaviors in some regions.

The Upper Paleolithic habitation layer at sites like Ch'angnae, sealed beneath later
Neolithic and Bronze Age layers, provides a clear stratigraphic sequence. This layering
is invaluable for archaeologists, allowing them to establish a relative chronology of
human occupation and cultural development over time.

The meticulous process of archaeological excavation, carefully uncovering and
documenting each layer and artifact, is essential for reconstructing the distant past.
Every stone flake, every bone fragment, holds potential clues about the lives of the
people who left them behind.

The landscape itself, with its river terraces and geological formations, acts as a silent
archive of this ancient history. Geologists and archaeologists work together to
interpret these natural records, understanding how environmental changes over
millennia influenced human settlement and activity.

The Han River, which is so central to modern Seoul, was equally central to the lives of
its earliest human inhabitants. Its waters provided sustenance, its banks offered
pathways, and its valley was a rich hunting and gathering ground. The river was not
just a geographical feature; it was a lifeblood.

The story of Paleolithic Seoul is a story of adaptation, resilience, and the fundamental
human drive to survive and thrive in a changing world. It is a testament to the deep
roots of human presence in this corner of the Korean Peninsula, a history that extends
back far beyond the emergence of cities and states.

While the towering buildings and complex infrastructure of contemporary Seoul might
seem a world away from the simple camps and stone tools of the Paleolithic, there is
an undeniable continuity. The land itself, the course of the river, and the underlying
geological structure are the same. The human story here began with those first steps
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taken by hunter-gatherers along the banks of the ancient Han.
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