Ancient Literacy:
Comparison and Periodization

Kiho Song

Introduction

Concerning the origins of written language in ancient China,' some literary
pieces — such as the Lii shi chun qiu 2 K358k, Han fei zi %3ET-, Huai nan zi ¢
T, and Shou wen jie zi # -l — state that Cang Jie %1, a subject of Huang di
#, first invented Chinese characters from the tracks of birds, but these
accounts are not reliable. Other works trace the origins of written characters to
knotted rope (jie sheng #&#H) or the Eight Trigrams.

On the strength of archeological discoveries, some scholars have looked to
symbols inscribed on Neolithic pottery for clues, such as those found in the
archeological sites of various cultures such as Yangshao {/#, Dawenkou ki,
and Majiayao %2.2 These inscriptions date back to as early as 4,000 BCE,

1. For the origin of Chinese characters, see Ying Falu and Xu Shuan, eds., Zhongguo gu dai wen
hua shi (Cultural History of Ancient China), (Beijing: Beijing daxue chu ban she, 1989), v. 1, ch.
4; Wang Fengyang, Han zi xue (Chinese Pictography), (Changchun Shi: Jilin wen shi chu ban she,
1989), ch. 3; Atsuji Testuji, Kim Onjong, and Pak Chaeyang, trans., Hancha i yoksa (A History
of Chinese Characters), (Seoul: Hangminsa, 1999), ch. 1.

2. Sun Yingmin and Li Youmao, eds., Zhongguo gao gu xue Tong lun (A Survey of Chinese
Archeology), (Kaifeng: Henan da xue chu ban she, 1990), 151-152.
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but whether they were mere symbols or a primitive form of written language is
still under debate. At this point, it is safer to argue that Chinese characters began
with the inscriptions on oracle bones and tortoise carapaces that made their
appearance in the Shang period. Indeed, Shang China had already begun to
employ chroniclers for government records, and the use of written language
expanded greatly in scope during the Zhou dynasty, evident in the rise of
epigraphy? and in the publication of historical works such as the Shang shu
(Classic of History) and Chun qiu ##k (Spring and Autumn Annals).

The development of literacy in Korea and Japan, however, is necessarily
distinct from that in China because both countries imported their writing
systems from China. The resulting discrepancies between oral and written
language necessitated a difficult process of learning and assimilating a foreign
writing system. During this process, the Koreans invented idu, hyangch’al, and
kugydl and the Japanese invented kana (and the Vietnamese, chu nom).

Furthermore, these countries lagged at least a millennium behind China in
the inception of literacy, thus giving rise to different patterns of literate life. For
example, paper was invented in China by Cai Lun in 105 CE, nearly fifteen
hundred years after the advent of inscriptions on bones and tortoise carapaces,*
whereas the Japanese began to use Chinese characters and paper almost
simultaneously.’ Moreover, bamboo writing tablets were no longer in use in
China the Sui and Tang period (581-906), having been replaced by paper,
whereas in Paekche, Silla, and Japan, tablets were still widely used — a décalage
often found on the peripheries of a cultural center. In fact, Korea and Japan used
both paper and writing tablets from the early stages of having a writing system.

The historical case of Japan, therefore, is of greater help than that of China
to gaining an understanding of literate life in ancient Korea. There are few
comprehensive studies on literacy in ancient Korea to date, despite a number of
studies on the inscriptions found on pottery, metalwork, and stone monuments.®

3. For the literate life in the Qin and Han era or earlier, see Hayashi Minao and Yi Namgyu,
trans., “8. munsg, s6jok” (Ch. 8: Documents and Books), in Kodae Chunggugin iyagi (A Story of
the Ancient Chinese People), (Seoul: Sol, 1998).

4. “Cai Lun chuan” #4{f{4 (Biography of Cai Lun), in Hou Han shu %% (Old Official History
of the Later Han Dynasty), v. 78. But paper had already been in use. Indeed, a paper map has
been found. See Hayashi and Yi, “8. munsg, sojok,” 200.

5. Kito Kiyoaki, “Li, kami, and shoft” (Wood, Paper, and Styles of Writing), in Kishi Toshio, ed.,
Nihon no kodai (Antiquity of Japan), v. 14, Kotoba to moji (Oral and Written Language),
(Tokyo: Chud koronsha, 1996), 506.

6. For general studies on the literate life in ancient Korea, see Kim Yongt'ae, “Packche Ui tae
Ilbon muncha pulgyong ch’ojon kwa ku sigi: kudik pulgyong siyu muncha ral chungsim uro”
(Impartation of Written Language and the Buddhist Scriptures from Paekche to Japan and Its
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Numerous papers have been published on literacy in ancient Japan, however, so
I draw on both Japanese and Korean studies.”

In this article I first examine the context of the introduction of Chinese
characters from the prehistoric period to the early Three Kingdoms period,
drawing on archeological as well as documentary sources. Second, I conduct a
comparative investigation of the full-scale dissemination of literacy in the Three
Kingdoms period by studying the milestones recorded in documentary sources
and inscriptions on artifacts. Also of use to this discussion is the historical
experience of Japan during the same period. Third, based on the history of Silla,
whose extant sources are relatively abundant, I attempt to periodize the whole
development of the literate life. The case of Parhae, through the limited historical
sources available, is also examined. Although these three topics may seem
unrelated, when synthesized in terms of mutual relationships, they help
illuminate the overall characteristics of literacy in ancient Korea.?

Occasion: With Emphasis on “The Inception of Written Language at the Time of the Acquisition
of the Buddhist Scriptures”), Yosan Yu Pyongdck paksa hwagap kinyom Han’guk ch’orhak
chonggyo sasangsa (Collection of Research Treatises on the History of Korean Philosophy and
Religions in Commemoration of the Sixtieth Birthday of Dr. Yosan Yu Pyongdcok), 1990; Yi
Kimun, “Samguk sidae Ui 6né mit muncha saenghwal” (The Language and Literacy of the Three
Kingdoms Period), Han’guk sasangsa taegye (An Outline of the History of Korean Thought), v. 2
(Songnam: Han’guk chongsin munhwa yon’guwon, 1991); Yi Songsi, “Kodai Chosen hanto no
the Korean Peninsula in Ancient Times and Japan: Focusing on Early Sixth-Century Silla),
Shinika, v. 9, Kanji ga yatte kitakoro (The Time When Chinese Characters Were Imparted),
(Tokyo: Taishukan shoten, 1992); Kim Ch’anggyun, “Samguk sidae ti muncha saenghwal kwa
ku songkyok” (Literacy in the Three Kingdoms Period and Its Nature), Han’gukbak nonjip, v. 21
(Kyemyong taechakkyo Han’gukhak yon’guwon, 1994); Fujimoto Yukio, “Kodai Chosen no
gengo to moji bunka” (Language of Ancient Korea and Its Culture), in Kishi Toshio, ed., Nibon
no kodai (Antiquity of Japan), v. 14, Kotoba to moji (Oral and Written Language), (Tokyo:
Chuo koronsha, 1996); Yi Songsi, “Kanji bunka no dempa to juyd” (The Spread and Adoption of
the Chinese Writing System and Its Culture), Higashi Ajia bunkaken no keisei (The Formation of
the Cultural Community of East Asia), (Tokyo: Yamagawa shupansha, 2000). For more
references and visual materials, see the articles by Chu Podon, Sén Songnydl, and Hong Posik
published in Pusan kwangyok sirip pangmulgwan Pokch’on pungwan, Yumul e saegydjin kodae
muncha (Ancient Written Language Inscribed on Antiquities), (Seoul: Pusan sirip pangmulgwan
Pokch’on pungwan, 1997).

7. For the related articles, see Shinika, v. 9, Kanji ga yatte kitakoro; Kishi Toshio, ed., Nibon no
kodai, v. 14, Kotoba to moji. For illustrated sources, see Ueda Masaaki, “Kanji bunka no juyo to
tenkai” (The Adoption and Development of the Chinese Writing System and Its Culture), Kodai
no Nihon to torai no bunka (Ancient Japan and Imported Culture), (Tokyo: Gakuseisha, 1997);
Nishijima Sadao, “Kanji no denrai to sono henyo” (The Introduction of the Chinese Writing
System and Its Adoption), Wagoku no shutsugen (The Advent of the Wa State), (Tokyo: Tokyo
daigaku shuppankai, 1999); Nara kokuritsu hakubutsukan, Tokubetsuten: hakktsu sareta zaimei
inho (Special Exhibition: Excavated Ancient Relics with Inscriptions), 1989.

8. I give many thanks to the graduate students in my class in the second semester of 1999 for the
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The Dawn of Written Language in Korea

The oldest primary sources for written language are the patterns inscribed on
pottery. Geometric figures were found on the bottoms of the bowls excavated
from Neolithic site #31 in Nanjing.” Some pottery of the Bronze Age, excavated
from a site in Ch’odo in Najin County, is engraved with certain designs like
X and X.1 A character that resembles =4 has also been spotted on the wooden
dishes from tomb #12 in Yun’gach’on.! The inscriptions found in Chodo, in
particular, have been examined in comparison with the inscriptions on bones
and tortoise carapaces found in China; one of the inscriptions has been identified
as the character 7i (Ch. wu).!> This inscription, together with the inscriptions
found in Yun’gach’on, is also understood as a deliberately inscribed character.
These inscriptions remind us of the inscription yama |1 (Ch. shan), which is
dated to the Yayoi period and regarded as the oldest character in Japan.'3 For
this reason, some view these inscriptions as the starting point of written language
in ancient Korea,'* but this theory requires additional evidence.

We need to turn our attention to the historical accounts of Wiman Choson %
A fg. According to the “Choson chon” #ififf# (Ch. Chaoxian chuan) of the Shi
ji 130 (Records of the Grand Historian), the neighboring states of Chinbon 5%,
Chungguk s (lit., “many states”), and Chin’guk £ (the Chin state)
attempted to “present a letter” requesting an imperial audience with the Son of

classification of the sources related to this paper: to Nam Kisang, Pak Songhyon, Ch’oe
Changnyol, Nam Huisuk, Ch’oe Sun’gwon, Sim Wonsop, Hong Stngu, Yi Hansang, and Remco
E. Breuker.

9. Kim Yonggan and Sok Kwangjun, Namgyong yujok e kwanhan yon’gu (A Study of the Ruins
of Nanjing), (Pusan: Kwahak paekkwa sajon ch’ulp’ansa, 1984), 52.

10. Kwahagwon, Lajin Ch’odo wonsi yujok palgul pogoso (A Report of the Excavation of the
Ruins of Ch’odo in Najin County), 1956, illustrations CXXI-1 and CXXI-4.

11. Cho-Chung kongdong kogohak palguldae, Chungguk tongbuk chibang iti yujok palgul pogo
(1963-1965) (A Report the Korea-China Joint Excavation of the Ruins in the Northeast Region,
1963-1965), (Seoul: Sahoe kwahagwon ch’ulp’ansa, 1966), 116.

12. Yi Hyonggu, “Kogo sidae ui Han’guk muncha: Hambuk Najin Ch’odo yujok ch’ult’o sonsa
sidae yuja t’ogi (tomun) ul chungsim tro” (Korean Characters in the Prehistoric Period: An
Examination of Prehistoric Pottery with Characters on It, from the Site of Ch’odo in Najin
County, Hambuk Province), Han’gukhak nonch’ong 6 (1981): 407-425.

13. Okazaki Kuniaki, “Bunka to kigd” (Characters and Symbols), in Kishi Toshio, ed., Nihon no
kodai (Antiquity of Japan), v. 14, Kotoba to moji (Oral and Written Language), (Tokyo: Chud
koronsha, 1996), 435-440.

14. Yi Hyonggu, Han’guk kodae munbhwa it kiwon (The Origin of Ancient Korean Culture),
(Seoul: Kkach’i, 1991), 113-119.
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Heaven, but Ugo #iE, the king of Wiman Chosdn, prevented them from
communicating with China.'s If understood literally, this account suggests that
the political entities in the southern region of the Korean peninsula had already
been using the Chinese writing system and had even attempted to send
diplomatic notes to China in the late second century BCE. Given the failure of
their communiqué and the ambiguous language (“wanted to present a letter” 4t
_|5%), the compiler of the Shi ji may have been using the expression |- loosely.
In fact, the literate life in the southern part of the Korean peninsula later evolved
in such a way that leads us to conclude that it was unlikely that the Chinese
writing system was advanced enough to be used in documentary diplomacy in
the late second century BCE.

Another means of communication in use during this period were the
drawings incised on rocks, uncovered throughout the southwest region of the
Korean peninsula, especially in Taegong-ni and Ch’6njon-ni in Ulsan County and
in Yangjon-dong and Alt’s in Koryong County.!® The drawings incised on rocks
at Pan’gudae #45% in Taegong-ni depict about two hundred pictures, including
among other images, wild animals, humans, boats, and fishing nets on broad
surfaces,!” implying that the drawers intended to convey specific messages with
respect to hunting and fishing. From this perspective, the designs on these
archeological artifacts should be regarded as a form of pictograph. Since such
incised rock drawings are generally dated from the Bronze Age to the early Iron
Age, with some surviving into the early Three Kingdoms period,'® one can
conclude that the pictograph was gradually replaced by the imported Chinese
writing system.

The general influx of the Chinese writing system into the Korean peninsula
began after four Chinese commanderies were established in the north during the

15. “Chaoxian chuan” {4, in Shi ji #5¢, v. 115. The original text reads, “MFFE %A%, Bk
B NS, SORE AR FARS5 R, A BB R, S A,

16. It is possible that other designs or patterns also functioned as written language. Some
examples include the designs on an armor-shaped copper artifact found in Kyongju and the
animal designs on the jar with a base excavated from Samgwang-ni in Ulsan County. See
Kungnip chungang pangmulgwan and Kungnip Kwangju pangmulgwan, Han’guk i
ch’ongdonggi munhwa (Bronze Culture of Korea), (Seoul: Pomusa, 1992), 91, 99; Chon Hot’ae,
“Ulchu Ch’6njon-ni sosok seson kakhwa yon’gu” (A Study of the Drawings Incised with Thin
Lines on the Writing-Rock of Ch’6njon-ni in Ulchu County), Ulsan yon’gu, v. 1 (Ulsan: Ulsan
tachakkyo pangmulgwan, 1999), 21-23.

17. Chon Hot’ae, “Ulchu Taegong-ni Ch’6njon-ni amgakhwa” (Incised Rock Drawings of
Taegong-ni and Ch’6njon-ni in Ulchu County), Han’guk 1t amgakhwa (Paju: Han’gilsa, 1996).

18. Chang Myongsu, “Han’guk amgakhwa ti p’yonnyon” (The Periodization of the Incised Rock
Drawings in Korea), Han’guk ii amgakhwa (Paju: Han’gilsa, 1996), 186, 226.
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Han dynasty. The five brushes excavated from tomb #1 in Taho-ri in
Ch’angwon County are considered critical evidence of the literate life in this
period. Since they were found alongside an iron stiletto used for engraving letters
on blocks, they are more likely to have been used for writing than for lacquering
or drawing.” Also unearthed from the tomb were four bronze rings that
probably functioned as the weights of a balance; one can therefore conjecture
that the person buried in the tomb may have been engaged in trade with China.
This tomb is dated approximately to the late first century because five-zhu coins
T8R4 (wu zhu gian; the weight of 1 zbu is equal to 100 grains of millet) and
star cloud mirrors (xing yun jing 2.E$%) were also found inside.?” One can
therefore conclude that written language had already been diffused even to the
southern region of the Korean peninsula by the late first century of the common
era, though the extent of diffusion is unknown.

However, according to Chinese records, in the Nangnang %% (Ch. Luolang)
society in the northwest region of the Korean peninsula, the number of
prohibitory articles increased from eight to about sixty due to acts of thievery
committed by Chinese merchants.?! This dramatic rise in number suggests that
the prohibitory articles were no longer customary laws but a codified penal
system. Even if this proves to be unsubstantiated, the many inscribed artifacts
excavated from the ruins in Nangnang suggest that the literate life in the region
of the Chinese commanderies rivaled that of China proper: some examples of
such artifacts are bronze spears of the Qin period (256-257 BCE), articles of the
Han period (206 BCE-220 CE),*? wooden blocks inscribed with characters, and
writing instruments such as the tips of brushes, inkstones, inkstone cases, and
ink water containers.?®

19. Yi Konmu, “Taho-ri yujok ch’ult’o put (p’il) e tachay6” (On the Brush Found from the Site of
Taho-ri), Kogohak chi, v. 4, 1992.

20. Yi Kénmu, Yi Yonghun, Yun Kwangsik, and Sin Taegon, “Uich’ang Taho-ri yujok palgul
chinjon pogo (I)” (A Report of the Progress of the Excavation of the Site of Taho-ri in Uich’ang
County, I), Kogohak chi, 1 (1989): 53.

21. Han shu %% (Official History of the Han Dynasty), v. 28B, “Zhi li zhi” s, 8B, The
original text reads, “HSHIIE SR, o RS, KB AL, WABE, e, SIIEE 2,
FEARTERE.”

22. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kiimsongmun (Ancient Epigraphies

in Korea: Translation and Annotation), v. 1 (Seoul: Karakkuk sajck kaebal yon’guwon, 1992),
201-447.

23. Komai Kazue, Luolang, Chuko shinsho, v. 308 (Tokyo: Chuo koronsha, 1972), 111-117;
Lyu Pyonghiing, “Widae han suryong Kim Ilsong tongji ti hyénmyong han lyongdo mit e
kogohak punya eso iruk han songkwa” (Achievement in the Field of Archeology under the Wise
Guidance of Comrade Kim Il Sung, the Great Leader), Chosdon kogo yon’gu 2 (1992): 2.
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The literate life of Chinese commanderies, and the Luolang commandery in
particular, undoubtedly exerted some influence on the native powers in their
vicinities. The Taho-ri remains are one example. But because it would have
taken an extended period of time for local inhabitants to acquire a fluent
command of writing, most likely only a limited number of people from
privileged backgrounds understood the Chinese writing system. It is difficult to
confirm when the Chinese writing system was adopted in each region. Since the
earliest inscribed materials for each state are dated to the fourth century for
Koguryd, the fourth to fifth centuries for Paekche, the mid-fifth century for Silla,
and the sixth century for Kaya, the timeline could be drawn at the third century
for the north of the peninsula and at the fourth or fifth century for the south.?*

As mentioned above, some evidence suggests that the Chinese writing system
spread in certain regions, albeit limited to certain classes, between the first and
third centuries. While there were most likely blocks and paper with writings on
them, they have not survived because of their fragile and corrosive nature. Thus
coins, mirrors, and seals, found in archeological sites and dated to the period,
serve as precious evidence of the literate life.

First, the crescent-knife coin (ming da qian W7]4%), the five-zhu coin (wu zhu
qian 1$45%), and the Wang Mang coin (T-#4%) are good examples of coinage
with inscriptions. The crescent-knife coin, circulated during the Warring States
period (fifth century BCE-221 BCE); the half-tael coin (ban liang gian 4Fi5%);
and other coins such as the yi hua coin —{4% (inscribed with the characters yi
and hua) have been excavated in Liaodong as well as the northern part of the
peninsula. The crescent-knife coins in particular have been found in large
quantities, inscribed with symbols resembling characters, such as ming B, xing
17, zuo 72, and you #i. However, since they were only found north of the upper
stream of the Taedong River,?’ they probably exerted little influence on the
literate life in Old Choson and other native societies.

24. See Table 3 below. However, since some archeological remains provide evidence of an earlier
dissemination of letters, no timetable, including that shown in Table 3, can be considered
definitive

25. Fujita Ryosaku, “Chosen hakken no ming da gian to sono iseki” (The Crescent-Knife Coins
Found in Korea and Their Ruins), Chosen kokogaku kenkyu (A Study of Korean Archeology),
(Kyoto: Takagiri shoten, 1968), 283; Son Yanggu, “Yodong chibang kwa sobuk chibang es
tirénan myongdojon e taehay3” (On the Crescent-Knife Coins Found in Liaodong and the
Northwest of the Korean Peninsula), Kogo minsok lonmunjip, v. 10 (P’yéngyang: Sahoe kwahak
ch’ulp’ansa, 1990), 34-36; Pak Sonmi, “Kiwdn chon 3, 2-segi Ko Chosén munhwa wa
myongdojon yujok” (Culture of Old Choson in the Third and Second Centuries B.C. and the Sites
That Produced Crescent-Knife Coins), (Master’s thesis, Seoul: Soul sirip tachakkyo, February
2000), distribution map on p. 11.
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The five-zhu coins were first minted in 119 BCE, but those found in the
peninsula are dated to the late period of the Former Han (206 BCE-9 CE) and
have been excavated from the sites in Hukkyo-ri and Unsong-ni in Hwanghae
Province, Sanjihang in Cheju Island, tomb #1 in Taho-ri, the three wood-coffin
tombs in Imdang-dong, and the shell mound in Ch’angwon County in the
south.2® From the site in Sanjihang, various types of the Wang Mang coin, such
as huo quan 1531, da quan wu shi KT+, and huo bu 1345, were found
together with some five-zhu coins. Huo quan were also found in the shell
mounds in Hoehyon-dong in Kimhae County and Kun’gong-ni in Haenam
County. A number of five-zhu coins, thought to have been minted between the
late first century BCE and the mid-second century CE, were excavated from a
site in Komun Island off the port of Yosu.?” The site of the earthen-walled town
of P’ungnap-tong also yielded one five-zhu coin.?® Since all the five-zhu coins and
Wang Mang coins found in the peninsula are believed to have been minted
during the first century BCE and the first century CE,? they are estimated to
have reached the peninsula between the late Former Han and early Later Han
periods. Also, that most of these coins have been found in the coastal area
suggests that their influx was related to maritime trade. Furthermore, the sites of
the earthen-walled town of Mongch’on and the walled town of Singém in
Hongsong County produced some broken pieces of Chinese pottery imprinted
with a coin that had been circulated in Western Jin (265-316).3°

26. Munhwajae kwalliguk, Masan Oe-dong Songsan p’aech’ong palgul chosa pogo (A Report of
the Excavation and Examination of the Shell Mound of Séngsan, Oe-dong, in the City of Masan),
1976, 127-128; Okauchi Mitsuzane, “Handai wu zhu gian no kenkyu” (A Study of the Five-Zhu
Coin in the Han Period), Chosen gakubo 102 (1981): 106-107; Han’guk t’oji kongsa and
Han’guk munhwajae poho chaedan, Kyongsan Imdang yujok (VI): E-chigu kobun kun (The Site
of Imdang in Kyongsan County, VI: The Tombs of District E), (Seoul: Hanguk munhwa
chaeboho chaedan, 1998), 374.

27. Chi Koén’gil, “Namhaean chibang Handae hwap’ye” (The Coins of the Han Period Found in
the South Coast Region), Ch’angsan Kim Chonggi paksa hwagap kinyom nonch’ong (Collections
of Research Treatises in Commemoration of the Sixtieth Birthday of Dr. Ch’angsan Kim
Chonggi), (Seoul: Ch’angsan Kim Chonggi paksa hwagap kinyém nonch’ong kanhaeng
wiwonhoe 1990), 541-543; Ch’oe Songnak, Han’guk won samguk munhwa i yon'gu: Chonnam
chibang il chungsim iiro (A Study of the Culture of the Original Three States: The Case of
Chonnam Province), (Seoul: Hagyon munhwasa, 1993), 225.

28. Hansin taehakkyo pangmulgwan, P’ungnap-tong Kyongdang chigu palgul chosa sam-ch’a
chido Wiwonhoe charyo (Materials for the Third Guidance Committee of the Excavation and
Examination of the Kyongdang District in P’ungnap-tong), April 25, 2000.

29. Chi Kon’gil, “Namhaean chibang Handae hwap’ye,” 546.
30. Mongch’on tosong palgul chosadan, Mongch’on ’osong palgul chosa pogoss (A Report of

the Excavation and Examination of the Earthen-Walled Town of Mongch’on), (Seoul: Seoul
National University Museum, 1985), 140; Ch’ungnam tachakkyo pangmulgwan, Singismsong
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The second type of archeological source is mirrors with inscriptions. The
Luolang region has produced several Chinese mirrors inscribed with auspicious
phrases.>! Many Chinese mirrors, dated to the Former Han period or later, have
also been found in the southern Korean peninsula, mostly in the southeast
region: Chisan-dong in Taegu city, Odn-dong in Yongch’on County, Choyang-
dong in Kyongju city, Imdang-dong, Kyongsan city in the former Sangju County,
Yangdong-ni in former Kimhae County, and Taesong-dong in Kimhae city.>? Site
#1 in Taho-ri in Ch’angwén and site #38 in Choyang-dong in Kyongju are dated
approximately to the late first century BCE.?? The earliest dates for these
inscribed mirrors, therefore, can be established in the same period.

Yet another source of evidence is official seals. The ruins in the Luolang
commandery have yielded about thirty seals and 200 mud seals with imprints.>*
Among them, the “Seal of Pujoyegun” (A% # ) in particular is believed to
have been bestowed upon a native chieftain. The conferment of seals upon native
rulers would not have been limited to those who lived in the region under the
jurisdiction of the Chinese commanderies. According to a Chinese account, there
were as many as one thousand conferees in the Samhan =i# (Three Han) region
of the southern peninsula in the early third century.** For example, a chieftain of
Pungmyong Jti% was presented with the Seal of the King of Ye (Yewang in #7F
F1) during the reign of Namhae ch’ach’aung (r. 4-24).¢ In fact, the southeast
region has produced copper seals with the inscriptions Wei solson Han
paekchang gt (lit., “the Seal of the Han ruler loyal to Wei”) and Jin
solson Ye paekchang Z4F#daE (lit., “the Seal of the Ye ruler loyal to Jin).3”

(The Walled Town of Singtim), (Taejon: Ch’ungnam taehakkyo pangmulgwan, 1994), 166.

31. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kiimsongmun, v. 1, 422-445.

32. An Kyongsuk, “Tanyugyong es6 han’gyong tro chonhwan e taehan yon’gu” (A Study of the
Transition from the Multi-knobbed Mirror to the Han Chinese-style Mirror), (Master’s thesis,
Seoul: Hanyang taehakkyo, June 1998), 62-64; Yi Chaehyon, “Kaya chiyck ch’ult’o tonggyong
kwa kyoyok ch’egye” (Bronze Mirrors Excavated in the Kaya Region and the Trade System),
Han’guk kodaesa nonch’ong 9 (2000), 42-47.

33. Takakura Hiroaki, Nihon kinzokuki no kenkyu (A Study of the Advent of Metalware in
Japan), (Tokyo: Gakuseisha, 1990), 222-223; Yi Ch’énggyu, “Yongnam chibang ch’éngdonggi
munhwa Ui chon’gae” (The Evolution of the Bronze Culture in Yongnam Region), Yongnam
kogohak 21 (1997), 70-71. Meanwhile, the mirror found on the site of T’aebong-sa temple in
Iksan is estimated to have been made in Western Jin China (265-317 CE); Hong Sajun,
“Chonbuk Tksan ch’ult’o yukchogyong” (The Six Dynasties Chinese Mirror Excavated from the
Site of Iksan in Chonbuk Province), Kogo misul 1, no. 1, (1960).

34. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kimsongmun, v. 1, 301-356.
35. “Han chuan” #f(4, Wei shu $i:t, in San guo zhi =B, v. 30.

36. However, the chronology is not very reliable; Samguk sagi =550, v. 1, second month in
the 1sixth year of Namhae ch’ach’aung.
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According to both Chinese and Korean historical accounts, Puyo was given an
official seal from Han China in 120 CE,*® as well as a seal that read Yewang chi
in HF 2 F0 (the Seal of the King of Ye).* The Korean source, moreover, gives an
account of some Koguryo seals: the Golden Seal of the King (kitmsae 4:8) of
King Taemusin (r. 18-44), the Great Seal of the King (kuksae B#f) of King
Sindae (r. 165-179), and the Seal of the King with cord (saesu %) of King
Mich’6n (r. 300-331).4° While it is somewhat doubtful that these Koguryd kings
actually used their own seals during their reigns, the three copper seals granted
by Western Jin (265-317) found in the southwest nonetheless indicate that
Koguryo kings also received official seals from China. In the case of Japan, a
golden seal granted by the Guangwu Emperor in 57 CE was found in
Shikanoshima.*!

Finally, there are copper implements to be considered: the copperware found
at site #E-52 in Imdang-dong with the inscription jang nak %% (lit., “lasting
happiness™);* the copper kettle excavated from site #322 in Kimhae County
with the inscription “West Palace” (Sogugung 6118 );* and the copper bell
found at site #IV-A-52 in Pongmyong-dong, Ch’6ngju city, with the inscription
“great luck” (taegil &).* In general, these artifacts are estimated to have been
buried between the first and the third or fourth centuries.

Next, I will address the channels through which the extant sources streamed
into the peninsula. There were two different means of exchange between China
and Korea in the early Three Kingdoms period.* One was via tribute trade:

37. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kimmsongmun, v. 1,217-218.

38. Hou Han shu %3, v. 85, Puy6 guo chuan JEREI{#.

39. San gou shu =%, v. 30, Wei shu %, Puyo chuan a4,

40. Samguk sagi Z[H13C, v. 14, fourth year of King Taemusin; v. 16, coronation year of King
Sindae; v. 17, coronation year of King Mich’on.

41. Okazaki Kuniaki, “Bunka to kigo,” 440-442.

42. Han’guk t'0ji kongsa and Han’guk munhwajae poho chaedan, Kyongsan Imdang yujok (VI)
(Seoul: Hanguk munhwa chaeboho chaedan, 1998), 141, 381-382. According to this report, this
phrase is inscribed on a broken piece of a mirror.

43. Pusan kwangyok sirip pangmulgwan Pokch’6n pun’gwan, Yumul e saegydjin kodae muncha,
8.

44. Ch’ungbuk taehakkyo pangmulgwan and Ch’ongju-si, Ch’ongju Pongmydng-dong yujok
palgul chosa yak pogoso (A Brief Report of the Excavation and Examination of the Site of
Pongmyong-dong in Ch’dngju City), (Ch’éngju: Ch’ungbuk tachakkyo pangmulgwan, 1999), 66;
Kungnip chungang pangmulgwan, T’iikpydljon: Paekche (A Special Exhibition: Paekche), (Seoul:
T’ong ch’6n munhwasa, 1999), 17.

45. Yi Hyonhye, Han’guk kodae i saengsan kwa kyoyok (Production and Trade of Korea in
Ancient Times), (Seoul: Iichogak, 1998), 265-280.
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native rulers in the peninsula paid tribute to China and received Chinese titles
and official seals. The other was commercial trade: Chinese merchants came to
the peninsula to engage in trade. Accordingly, the uncovered seals and mirrors
most likely came to the peninsula through tribute trade, while five-zhu coins and
Wang Mang coins, found mainly along the coastline, were introduced by
Chinese traders, who passed on the Chinese writing system to their Korean
partners.

However, it does not necessarily follow that the Korean rulers understood
the inscriptions on the mirrors and coins from China. Considering the
corresponding Japanese case may help illuminate the Korean context. In Japan,
the symbols resembling Chinese characters that were engraved on imitations of
Chinese mirrors (boseikyo i) suggest that the Japanese of that age did not
yet understand written Chinese.*® Moreover, the use of official seals from China
appears to have been more closely related to political power or personal
valuables than to the literate life.*” However, some archeological evidence
suggests that the Koreans began to understand the Chinese writing system earlier
than the Japanese: the brush unearthed from tomb #1 in Taho-ri is dated to the
late first century BCE; the earthen inkstone dated to the fourth century CE that
was found in the pit dwelling #ko-40 in Misa-ri, Hanam city;*® other inkstones,
some similar to the one from Misa-ri, found at the site in the earthen-walled
town of Pungnap-tong;** and the mural in tomb #3 in Anak, dated to the mid-
fourth century, depicing a scene in which a person is reporting to the king and
recording the royal ordinances. Finally, unlike the imitation mirrors found in
Japan, those found in the peninsula are not engraved with symbols.’® This
difference can be considered circumstantial evidence for the difference between

46. Takakura Hiroaki, Nihon kinzokuki no kenkyu, 260; Okazaki Kuniaki, “Bunka to kigo,”
450; Sato Makato, “Shusho to rakusho” (Penmanship and Scribbles), in Kishi Toshio, ed., Nihon
no kodai (Antiquity of Japan), v. 14, Kotoba to moji (Oral and Written Language), (Tokyo:
Chuo koronsha, 1996), 644.

47. Okazaki Kuniaki, “Bunka to kigo,” 442.

48. Koryo taehakkyo palgul chosadan, ed., Misa-ri, v. 5, (Seoul: Misa-ri sonsa yujok palgul
chosadan, 1994), 193; Kwom Oyong, “Misa-ri ch’wirak kwa Mongch’on t’osong Ui pigyo rul
t'onghae pon Hansong ki Paekche sahoe ti tanmyon” (An Aspect of Paekche Society in the
Hansong Period, Viewed from a Comparison of the Dwellings of Misa-ri and the Earthen-Walled
Town of Mongch’on), Han’guk kodaesa nonch’ong 8 (1996): 59-61.

49. Hansin taehakkyo pangmulgwan, Soul-si P’ungnap-tong Kyongdang yollip puji yujok palgul
chosa chinggan pogo (An Interim Report of the Excavation and Examination of the Site of
Kyongdang in P’ungnap-tong), (Seoul, December 1999), picture on p. 15.

50. Oda Fujio, “Nikkan chiiki shutsudo no dohan shodokyo” (The Same-Mold-Cast Small
Bronze Mirrors Found in Japan and Korea), Kobunka danso, v. 9 (Kyushu kobunka kenkyukai,
1982), 101; Yi Chaehyon, “Kaya chiyok ch’ult’o tonggyong kwa kyoyok ch’egye,” 51.
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Table 1. The Existence of Written Language in East Asian Countries

States Koguryo| Paekche Silla Wa, Japan | Suksin | Ryukyu | Malgal | Parhae
Historie
Samguk | B | HREZ,
sagi SCFRE, | BERET
SRR | A 2k KA
—H5, |[FERLP-
AR ES
dEa,
AR
Jin shu
B
Liang shu BT,
& AARBAE.
AHE
IR SRR
Sui shu HOCF I (B, mEH) (N
i R | AHEEE. B EEN
&, REFER LA,
TS, a0 (=& 2
P& DB
Zhou shu TEIA,
JAH HFH,
iR S
Jiu Tang JEA T TR | AT
shu i (L ES &
Xin Tang BT FE 2.
shu L iFIE .

Korea and Japan in terms of comprehension.

Chinese and Korean historical records can be used to build a more thorough
comparison of the Korean states and Japan in the Three Kingdoms period with
respect to the introduction of the writing system. For instance, the compilers of
Chinese histories kept a record of whether a neighboring people or country was
literate. Table 1 above shows the differences among the countries.

As shown in Table 1, Chinese historical accounts do not offer information
about Kogury6 and Paekche. This reflects the fact that those two states must
have used Chinese characters earlier than the other countries. Fortunately, the
Samguk sagi =Fls# 5 (History of the Three Kingdoms), a Korean history,
provides some information: the Koguryo people used written language for the
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first time in the early phase of their country; and the Paekche people began to
record their own history, entitled Sogi #5, in the 30% year (375) of King
Kiinch’ogo’s reign (r. 346-375). These accounts, however, have some problems
that need to be scrutinized.

First, “the early phase” is a rather ill-defined time period.’! Based on the
circumstantial evidence, it most likely does not refer to the founding of Koguryo.
For instance, roof tiles engraved with characters (examined below) are dated to
the early fourth century. It follows that the Koguryo people began to use the
writing system no later than the third century. Though the exact date is
debatable, it is clear that Koguryo adopted the Chinese writing system before
Paekche or Silla.

The account about Paekche, in contrast, does not discuss when writing was
introduced but rather when the practice of keeping historical records began. This
information, in conjunction with the fact that an inkstone excavated from Misa-
dong in Hanam city is dated to the fourth century, leads to the conclusion that
the writing system was already well established in Paekche by the fourth century.
Another historical account, which describes the complete organization of the
state during the reign of King Koi (r. 234-286), suggests that Paekche began to
use the writing system even earlier.

As examined so far, the existing sources suggest that Koguryo and Paekche
began to use the writing system almost simultaneously. Silla, however, lagged
behind significantly. The Chinese Liang shu 3 (Official History of the Liang
Dynasty, 502-556), depicting the situation of the early sixth century, states that
there was no writing system in Silla. According to the Sui shu [5# (Official
History of Sui, 580-618), a history of the late sixth and early seventh centuries,
Silla people had begun to use the writing system for the first time. These Chinese
accounts, however, cannot be considered reliable sources of information about
the domestic situation in Silla. In fact, some inscriptions found on the huge
tombs of Hwangnam are estimated to have been made in the mid- or late fifth
century.’? Thus there is almost a one-hundred-year discrepancy between Chinese
accounts and estimations based on Korean archeological sources.

A similar inconsistency is found in the case of Japan. The Sui shi states that

51. Pak Songhti, “Kodae samguk Ui saso p’yonch’an e taehan chae komt’o” (A Reexamination of
the Compilation of the Histories in the Ancient Three Kingdoms), Chindan hakpo 88 (1999): 26-
27.

52. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kimsongmun, v. 2, 211-214. Also,
for the various views of dating the northern and southern tombs of Hwangnam, see Yi
Chongson, “Choksok mokkwakpun ti p’yonny6n e tachan che nonti” (Discussions on the Dating
of the Stone Mound Wooden-Outer-Coffin Tomb), Harn’guk kodaesa nonch’ong 3 (1992).
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there was no writing system in Japan, and the Tang shi g (Official History of
the Tang Dynasty, 618-906) reports that the Japanese had begun to use the
writing system. But some iron swords with inscriptions, dated to the fifth
century, have been found in Japan. In addition, given the introduction of
Buddhist texts to Japan during the reign of King Song (r. 523-554) of Paekche,
there is a one- to two-hundred-year discrepancy between Chinese accounts and
other sources.

In consideration of chronological discrepancies in Chinese sources, Yi Songsi
has concluded that the Silla people’s command of the Chinese writing system
was not sophisticated enough to write an official letter to China in the sixth
century, when they relied on the Koguryd style of syntax.’ Since it is unlikely
that Silla exchanged official letters with China earlier than the late sixth century,
Yi’s interpretation is somewhat convincing. Yet as seen in Table 2, Kogury6 had
established diplomatic relations with China much earlier — a fact indicative of a
good command of Chinese syntax. Thus it is possible that Chinese sources offer
little information about literacy in Silla because Silla emerged relatively late on
the international stage.

Nonetheless, a comparison of when the writing system is estimated to have
spread to each East Asian state can be helpful (see Table 1). It is interesting that
literacy did not spread to states and peoples on the periphery, such as Suksin
1%, Ryukyu ik, and Malgal #k#% (Ch. Moho) whereas Parhae (698-926),
founded around the turn of the eighth century, used the Chinese writing system
from the beginning. The order in which Chinese writing was adopted
corresponds to the relative development of each state. For instance, Koguryo was
founded before Silla, and accordingly began to use the Chinese writing system
first.

Before concluding this section, I will briefly examine the theories holding that
some Koreans had already developed their own writing systems long before the
invention of the Korean alphabet in the early fifteenth century. Though
continuously reintroduced, this theory has offered little evidence in
corroboration.’* Since 1993, North Korean scholars have argued that Old
Choson used sinji jilizh characters;® they have even claimed that ch’anghil

keisei, 59-60.

54.Yi Kimun, “Samguk sidae ti 6n6 mit muncha saenghwal,” 478-480.

55. Yu Yol, “Uri minjok un Ko Choson sigi put’é koyu han minjok kilcha rul kajin stlgiroun
minjok” (We Are a Wise People Who Already Had Our Own Written Language in the Old

Choson Period), Tan’gun kwa Ko Choson e kwanhan yon’gu lonmunjip (Collection of Research
Treatises on Tan’gun and Old Choson), (P’yongyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 1994).
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characters (the legendary Chinese characters) were derived from sinji
characters,’® and that sinji characters were transmitted to the Three Kingdoms
(Koguryo, Paekche, and Silla), Parhae, and Kory6. Given the lack of supporting
historical evidence, these North Korean claims can be dismissed as politico-
ideological propaganda.

Some scholars have also argued that Parhae had its own written language,
based on some illegible characters inscribed on roof tiles and on an account in
the Jiu Tang shu ¥+ (Old Official History of the Tang Dynasty).”” However,
the inscriptions on roof tiles have been shown to be derivative of Chinese
characters.’® Moreover, the Jiu Tang shu account, which states that “[they] have
a writing system [in Parhae]” (see Table 1), does not provide enough evidence to
substantiate the existence of Parhae’s own written language. Therefore, the claim
cannot be credited as long as there is no concrete evidence, such as a sentence
composed in Parhae’s unique characters.

The Commencement of the Literate Life:
A Comparison of the Three Kingdoms

There are few sources that describe the literate life in the Three Kingdom period,
but fortunately some of the murals found in Koguryo tombs — such as tomb #3
in Anak, the tomb in Tokhting-ni, and the Tomb of the Four Spirits (Sasinch’ong
Uit in Tonggou — provide some useful information.

The first mural to consider is found in tomb #3 in Anak. Situated on the
western wall of the western chamber, the painting, aptly titled “Governmental
Affairs,”” depicts a scene in which a man on the right side is reporting aloud

56. Kim Inho, “Uri nara kodae kiilcha kwan’gye ti lyoksa yumul kwa charyo tiil e taehan
koch’al” (An Examination of the Historical Remains and Sources Relevant to the Ancient
Written Language of Our Country), in Tan’gun kwa Ko Choson (Tan’gun and Old Chosén),
(Seoul: Sallimt’s, 1999); Yu Yol, “Sinji kitlcha wa ‘ch’anghil’ muncha wati kwan’gye e tachayo”
(On the Relations between the Sinji Characters and the Ch’anghil Characters), in ibid.; Kim
Yun’gyo, “Sinji killcha ti sidaejok in sstim kwa pyonhwa” (The Use of the Sinji Characters and
Its Temporal Transformation), in ibid.

57. Jin Yufu, Parhae guo zhi chang bian #)iEBEEH (The History of the Parhae state), v. 20,
(Seoul: T’aehaksa, 1977), Puyod #:4%; Yi Yongbom, Kodae i Manju kwan’gye (Relations with
Manchuria in Ancient Times), Ch’unch’u mun’go, v. 20, (Seoul: Han’guk ilbosa, 1976), 154.

58. For the characters imprinted on the roof tiles of Parhae, see Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed.,
Yokchu Han’guk kodae kitmsongmun, v. 3, 473-480.

59. Choson hwasosa, Kogurys kobun pydkhwa (Murals of the Koguryé Tombs), 1985,
illustration 2-4; P’yonch’an wiwonhoe, Choson yujok yumul togam (The Illustrated Book of
Korean Relics and Ruins), v. 5 (Seoul: Donggwang ch’ulpansa, 1990), illustration 21 (facsimile)
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and a man on the left is writing something
down. The man on the right is also holding a
document in his hands while kneeling on the rug
(see Fig. 1). On the document, there are two red
horizontal lines and roughly eleven black
vertical lines; the latter are thought to represent
written characters. In front of the rug, there is a
square board with vertical lines drawn on it that
looks more like a wooden board than paper. It
is difficult to determine whether it is supposed
to be a document or a wooden salver designed
to carry documents on it. If it is a document,
then what the man on the right is holding may
be a wooden board.

The title of the man on the right is written in
red behind his head: songsa 44 (Ch. sheng shi),
Fi y . . which literally means “inspection.”®® One can

igure 1. Songsa (inspection), ) . o :

tomb #3 in Anak. infer from the details in the painting that this

refers to the post first created in the Western

Zhou dynasty (1028-771 BCE) to assist a minister, Jia Zhong &7, who was
then suffering from an eye disorder.®!

The man on the left is holding a white tablet (baton)®? in his right hand and a
short brush in his left hand (see Fig. 2). His title, kisil 202, which literally means
“a recording chamber,” is also written behind his head.®® This post (Ch. ji shi)
designated an official in charge of documents, composition, and archives, kept
since Han China (206 BCE-220 CE).%*

It appears that the two men are attending to the main character in the

on p. 32, and pp. 38-41 as well.

60. Kwahagwon kogohak mit minsokhak yon’guso, Anak che 3-ho pun palgul pogo (A Report
on the Excavation of Tomb #3 of Anak), (P’yongyang: Kwahagwon ch’ulp’ansa, 1958), 14.

61. “Zhi guan zhi” §iE & 14 of Jin shu &3, v. 24. The original text reads, “f4j#4y, - WBEAH
A, IHREEGFENA, A% HitE.”

62. The word hol %5 (Ch. hu) originally derived from the tablet for taking down the words of the
throne, and it was also called sup’an F-#i (Ch. shou ban), which literally means “a hand-tablet.”
See “Li yi zhi” it 7 of Sui shu Fg, v. 12. The original text reads, “%3, --- JUFERNER, %
gy, A, FRSEREH, BTLIREE, S, - ERLK, ST, WA, 43255, L
Bl

63. Kwahagwon kogohak mit minsokhak yon’guso, Anak che 3-ho pun palgul pogo, 14.

64. Hou Han shu #::% (Official History of the Later Han), Zhi 24, bo guan 1, tai wei. The
original text reads, “G0ZE 48RRI L.



painting: the songsa is reporting aloud, while
the kisil on the opposite side is recording the
ordinance of the main character, whose
identity remains unclear. There are two
equally plausible possibilities. If it is Dong
Shou %%, a Chinese refugee to Koguryo,
then the mural should be understood as a
depiction of a Chinese scene, irrelevant to
Koguryd history. But if the central man is
assumed to be a Koguryd king — either King
Mich’on (r. 330-331) or King Kogugwon (r.
331-371), based on the inscription on the
tomb (songsangbon B i) and the white-
net crown he wears — then the mural is a
critical source of information about the
literate life in fourth-century Kogurys.®® In
the latter case, one would infer from the
scene that brushes were commonly used in
the Kogury6 court and that administrative
documents were well organized.

The mural found in the tomb in
Tokhting-ni, constructed in 408 CE, is also
an important source. In the upper portion of
the western wall of the burial chamber, there
is a scene of horse-riding archers
accompanied by two inscriptions, which
read “This is the person in a game of horse-
riding archery in the West Garden” (/574
B EsEA) and “The scorekeeper of the
archery game” (4f7E32 A). Three persons
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Figure 2. Kisil (recording chamber),
tomb #3 in Anak.

Figure 3. Chugiin (scorekeeper),
tomb in Tokhung-ni.

stand behind the latter inscription: one of them is recording the score with a
brush (see Fig. 3), and the other two look like the umpires of the game.®®
Scholars have debated the identity of the person buried in the tomb; his surname
is Chin #f, so he could have been either a Chinese refugee or a Kogurydan
(Korean).®” Nonetheless, the game scene itself is most likely a depiction of a

65. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kimmsongmun, v. 1, 59-70.

66. Choson hwasdsa, Koguryd kobun pyokhwa, illustration 82; P’yonch’an wiwonhoe, Choson

yujok yumul togam, 172.
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Koguryo event, for Koguryo
people began to keep the scores
of games toward the end of King
Kwanggaet’o’s reign (391-413).

Yet another archeological
source is the mural found in the
Tomb of the Four Spirits in
Tonggou, which is thought to
4 - have been constructed in the
Figure 4. Sinin (godlike man), Tomb of the Four mid-sixth century. Two godlike
Spirits. men are depicted on the western

ceiling of the burial chamber.
The one in the front, dropping a knee, is about to write something on the table
using the brush, dipped in ink, in his right hand and the ink container in his left
hand (see Fig. 4).%% Ten vertical lines are drawn on the surface of the table before
him, but he appears to have written not directly on the table but on the paper
spread on top of it. The scene in this mural is distinct in that it depicts a person
who writes while sitting at a table, whereas the scribes in the two scenes
discussed above (Figs. 2 and 3) are standing. Although the subject is godlike in
appearance, the scene must have reflected an aspect of contemporary life.*’

I will now compare how the literate life started in the three Korean kingdoms
of Koguryo, Paekche, and Silla. Owing to the limited number of primary sources
available, I also draw on some secondary sources. Table 2 is based on historical
records that offer information about the spread of literacy.

First, let us examine the diplomatic documents. In the course of the
diplomatic relations between Korean kingdoms and China, diplomatic notes
were exchanged: a letter sent from China to Korea was called choso ## (Ch.
zhao shu, lit., “imperial message”), while a letter sent from Korea to China was
called sop’yo % (Ch. shu biao). According to the Samguk sagi, Koguryo (28
CE) was the first to send a diplomatic note to China. However, if the accounts of
the early Three Kingdoms period in the Samguk sagi are discredited, Puyo was

67. Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu Han’guk kodae kimmsongmun, v. 1, 79-88.

68. Choson hwasésa, Koguryo kobun pyckbwa, illustration 219; P’yonch’an wiwonhoe, Choson
yujok yumul togam, v. 6, 212.

69. The celadon bottle, excavated from the site of Yuch’on-ni in Puan County, with the design of
Korean apricot on it (collected by the Museum at Ehwa Women’s University, Seoul, Korea) is
also worth examining, even though it is dated at the 13th century during the Kory6 period (918-
1392): in the inlaid drawing, one standing woman writes on the long paper that another woman
is holding.
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Table 2. Historical Accounts about Literacy in Korea and Japan

Earliest records | Old Choson Puyo Koguryo Paekche Silla Wa, Japan
Imperial : Content |109 BCE: — — - 565: “FH”
letters  ‘not CANEHER (Bei Qi shu,
recorded |(Shi ji, v. 115) v. 7; Samguk
sagl, v. 4);
621: “I5LI
I (Jin
Tang shu,
v. 199A)
Content |- 285: “H N |122: “GHE” [420: “3EH” |*Kaya (479): |238 (239):
recorded FE”(Jin (Hou Han  |(Song shu, |“3H”(Nan |“BEREL
shu,v.97)  |shu,v.85); |v.97, Qi shu, v. 58,| £ H”(San
480: “z1#  |Koguryo-  |Kara state) |guo zhi, v.
*H” state) 30)
(Samguk
sagi, v. 18)
Diplo- Content |- 174: “Z255|28: “HaeH” | “H[425)#%  |608: Zfilizs [240: « |-~
matic  not Jik” (Hou (Samguk TFEE s |(Samguk sagi,|(San guo zhi,
notes or :recorded Han shu, sagi,v. 14); |7 (Song  |v. 4); v. 30);
reports v. 85) 233: “ZeFih|shu, v. 97 |655: “ 17 |425: “FR”
Fi”(San guo |nging) (Jiu Tang shu,)(Song shu,
2bi, v. 47); v.199A)  |v.97)
413: “Z=”
(Samguk
sagi, v. 18)
Content 436: “FE |1450: € |-, 438: “Fk
recorded i (Wei “7”(Song [4:1E” (Song
shu,v.4A) |shu,v.97); shu, vols. 5
472: ¢ |3 & 97)
E” (Samguk
sagi, v. 25)
Dispatch of monks Late fifth c.: {526: Yomik’s|549: Monk- |607:
and students i A(Da return to student Request to
cheng xian  |Paekche Kaktok’s send monk-
lun,v. 1);  |(Mirik return to Silla |students(Sui
640: “3% AR |pulgwang-sa |(Samguk sagi,|shu, v. 81);
57 (Samguk |sajok); 640: |v. 4); 653:
sagi,v.20) |“GEABE” |640: “5% AE Dispatch of
(Samguk 1 (Samguk  [Kose no
sagi, v.27) |sagi,v.5) omikusuri
(B2 E2E)
(Nihon
shoki, v. 25)
Educational 372: “3rk |4042: “KEL |651: Creation|671: BHuH
institutions L AE TR R E L H, |of paksa, (Nihon
(Samguk LR | chogyo, taesa [shoki, v.
sagi, v. 18); IR (Nibon|(Samguk sagi,27); 675: Kk
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Table 2. (continued)

Earliest records | Old Choson Puyd Koguryd Paekche Silla Wa, Japan
seventh c.:  |shoki,v. 10);|v. 38) 72 (Nihon
FHZIRE,  |513: “ETAE|682: “NLE  [shoki,v.
THARUEY LB (S (Samguk (29); K4
Hii, MERL |(Nihon — |sagi,v.8)  |(701): [
A |shoki,v. 17)
(Jiu Tang
shu,v. 199A)
Import of books 372: “R{HIE{A04%: Pl |S65: “SEFE (4042 “Hik
o BREERERS (G TEE R |+, T5X
(Samguk 1 (Nibon  |457 (Samguk |—4”
sagi, v. 18) |shoki, v. 10);|sagi, v. 4);  |(Kojiki,
5C 2 450: “ 43Kk 5)|648: “BLIT {Record of
CHERTAS Bt (Song il 5 b & |Ojin);
(Nan Qi shu,|shu, v. 97)  |WFfErEE (717 (early
v.58) £ (Jiu Tang |Kaiyuan
shu, v. 199A) |reign): “3F
SRR (Jiu
Tang shu, v.
199A)
Historiography Early time: |375: 3830 |545: Bl [sixthc.?:
Yugi; (Samguk (Samguk sagi,|7itd, it
600: “HrtETi|sagi, v.24) |v.4) (Kojiki,
4> (Samguk intro.)
sagi, v. 20) 712: e
Poetry g 17 BCE: & |2: =113k, |*Kaya: 5 [The year of
(Kogim chu) Ak (Samguk | ESE L3k, [#k(Samguk  [bogo of
sagi, v. 13); |JF&a yusa, v.2); |Jinmu: 3 H
612: & (Korydsa, |28 CE: 484 |#k(Nihon
SCER(Sui shu,|v. 71) W(Samguk  |shoki, v. 3)
v. 60) sagi,v.1);  |and other
Reign of King |verses
Chinp’yong: |recorded in
EyHiER Nihon shoki
(Samguk and Koyjiki;
yusa,v. 1);  |works of the
Jilk(Samguk |Nara period
sagi, v.48)  |in the late
seventh c.
(Manyosht)
Body of law 8 provisions (3th c.: 373: “BAREAE262: “ T4y, [520: “HiR [603: 12
and 60 accounts of |4 (Samguk |JUE NZ# |47 (Samguk |official ranks
provisions |prison and  |sagi, v. 18) |Ris#, =4 |sagi, v. 4) (Nihon
(Han shu, punishment T, ARG shoki, v.
v.28) (San guo zhi, 5 (Samguk 22); 604:
v. 30) sagi, v. 24); 17-provision
penal code code (Nihon
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Table 2. (continued)

Earliest records | Old Choson Puyo Koguryo Paekche Silla Wa, Japan
regulating shoki, v.
rebellion, re- 22); 645: K
treat, murder, Haven
thievery, (Nihon
adultery shoki, v.
(Zhou shu, 25); 668:
v. 49) compilation
of T4
Calendar EIE TCHIE of the|674: Bl |553: L

(Tombstone [Song (Zhou |of the Tang  |(Nibon
of King shu,v.49); |(Samguk shoki, v.
Kwanggaet'o, |553: J&tt+: |sagi, v. 7) 19);

Tomb of (Nihon shoki, 690: JTLHIE
‘Tokhing-ni); |v. 19) of the Song
624: FEHE (Nihon sandai
(Zi zhi tong jitsuroku,
jian, v. 190) v. 5)

the first (174 CE), followed by Koguryo (233), Wa (240), Paekche (425), and
Silla (608), in a chronology similar to the order in which the states received
imperial messages from China.”®

Under a different criterion, the exchange of diplomatic notes became frequent
in Koguryo beginning in 413, the coronation year of King Changsu (r. 413-491);
in Wa, in 421; in Paekche, during the reigns of King Kuisin (r. 420-427) and
King Piyu (r. 427-455); and in Silla, in the 600s. That Silla sent a letter to Japan
in 621 for the first time”! indicates that Silla fell far behind other states in terms
of documentary diplomacy and is also consistent with the account in the Liang
shu -2, which states that Silla had no written language in the early sixth
century.

The letters exchanged between China and its neighboring states were written
in a very refined style, which reflected the level of learning. The finest writers
were summoned to draft and polish the letters to China, in which they made full
use of florid expressions, metaphors, and Chinese idioms. In the case of Silla,
Won’gwang, Kangsu, and Ch’oe Ch’iwon were such writers. At the initial stage

70. In 122 CE, Kogury6 became the first state to receive an imperial letter from China, later
followed by Wa (239), Puyo (285), Paekche (420), Kaya (479), and Silla (565).

71. Nihon shoki HA#Ef (Documentary Annals of Japan), v. 22, the 2ninth year of the Suiko
Emperor 44 K 5. The original text reads, “J&i%, ks 2ROl ET A, MLl REZ=ME. JUITHE -
7%, Bhnke T IR,
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of learning, understanding and composing letters in Chinese posed great
challenges.

According to a Japanese account, in 572 the Japanese emperor and his court
struggled to understand a letter from Koguryd for three days until Wangjini F 5
# (J. Ojinni) finally deciphered it.”> Some scholars have argued that the Japanese
court had such difficulty because the letter might have been written in a style
unique to Kogury6, but given Kogury®’s longstanding diplomatic exchange with
China, it seems unlikely that Kogury6 would have composed a letter to a foreign
country in its own syntax.”? Others have attributed the Japanese court’s
difficulty to the difference in capability between the court chroniclers, who had
immigrated to Japan long before, and the newly immigrated, who understood
written Chinese fully.”* Notwithstanding the differing interpretations, this
anecdote illustrates the difficulties of translating diplomatic notes at the time. It
is in this context that the Silla anecdote of Kangsu 5##% expounding a challenging
letter sent from Tang China without difficulty should be understood.”

To summarize, the rise of documentary diplomacy can be an indicator of the
level of literacy in a country. In terms of composition and learning, Koguryo was
far ahead, followed by Paekche and Wa, while Silla lagged behind. Wa began to
conduct documentary diplomacy very early — evidence which supports the
assumption that intellectuals from the Korean peninsula and China took an
active part in the development of Japanese islands.

Historical information about education also provides clues for a comparative
study of the literate life in the Three Kingdoms. The three Korean kingdoms and
Japan all dispatched monks and students to China to study advanced culture and
thought. Stngnang &, a Koguryé monk, went to China and played a very
active role during the reign of the Wu Emperor (r. 502-549) in the Liang dynasty
(502-556). Kyomik %, a Packche monk,”® and Kaktok %27, a Silla monk,

72. Nihon shoki, v. 20, the first year (fifth month) of the Bidatsu f#;# Emperor. The original text
reads, “PifR, REAGLE, THKE. BRHAE, Dz, &, f, B2 0R, WA ZaRE
L IR A, e ZsaEre.”

73. Yi Songsi, Kodai higashi Ajia no minzoku to kokka (The Peoples and States of East Asia in
Ancient Times), (Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1998), 290.

74. Ueda masaaki, “Kanji bunka no juy®o to tenkai,” 23.

St}

75. “Kangsu chon” ##14 (Story of Kangsu), in Samguk sagi, v. 46.

76. “Mirtkpulgwang-sa sajok” sihflic3F % (The Vestiges of the Mirtkpulgwang-sa Temple),
the only extant account about Kyomik, is mysterious enough to be called “illusive literature.”
Requoted from Yi Nunghwa, Choson pulgyo t'ongsa &ifithzciE (General History of Korean
Buddhism), v. 1, (Seoul: Sinmungwan, 1918). For this reason, strictly speaking, it is not very
reliable. See Kotama Daieng, “Kythoso Kyomik to sono shthen, I” (The Paekche Monk Kyomik
and His Surroundings, 1), Mahan Paekche munbhwa 8 (1985): 29-30. Nonetheless, I follow the
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returned to their countries after completing their studies in China. Indeed, it was
common to see monks from the three Korean kingdoms in China at the turn of
the sixth century. Japan also sent several monks to Sui China to study Buddhism.
It is unclear, however, when nonreligious students were dispatched to China.””

The establishment of educational institutions should be considered in
conjunction with the dispatch of monks and students to China. In Kogury0, the
National Confucian Academy (T’aehak %) was established in 372, and the
kyongdang [54%: in the seventh century, to extend educational opportunities to
commoners. Although there is no information about the educational system of
Paekche, the fact that the title of paksa fii-t- (lit., “savant,” the modern term for
an academic doctor) was given to teachers of the Chinese classics supports the
existence of educational institutions. According to a Japanese account from the
fifth century, the Japanese emperor asked Ajikki [k, a scholar from Paekche,
“Are there any who outdo you?” This suggests that the paksa system had been
established no later than the early fifth century. In Silla, the titles of paksa,
chogyo Bh# (assistant teacher), and taesa k4 were created in 651, and the
National Academy (Kukhak %) was established in 682.

The historical accounts about the importation of books from China are also
indispensible to a better understanding of the literate life in the Three Kingdoms.
According to one source, Fu Jian #¥#, the king of the Former Jin fijZ dynasty,
sent an envoy to Koguryo to present a Buddhist statue and sutra in 372. Another
account from the late fifth century testifies that the Koguryo people were able to
read the Five Classics of Confucianism. As for Paekche, Ajikki, mentioned
above, went to Japan and pursued horse-breeding but later became the mentor
of the crown prince thanks to his expertise on the Five Classics, which suggests
that scholars in fifth century Paekche were familiar with the text imported from
China. Paekche also received fortune-telling guides such as the Yi lin 5k and
Shi zhan ;5 from China. In 565, Chen [ China (557-588) sent Silla a monk
with about seventeen hundred volumes of Buddhist treatises and stitras. In 648,
Silla also imported the inscriptions on the Wentang i and on a Jin shrine (Jin

more popular theory viewing the account as a historical source.

77. According to Samguk sagi, the three kingdoms sent students to Tang China in 640. However,
since the Korean compilers routinely included the Chinese accounts from Zi zhi tong jian %itim
#% in the history of the three kingdoms, the secondhand information in the extant sources such as
Samguk sagi is not of great help. See Zi zhi tong jian %itswsE (Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in
Government), v. 195, the 1fourth year of the Zhengguan reign. The original text reads, “ " H T
I, BB, o R, FRER T AR, Herll T, 2, SR — e RS
WERET A, HERER T AN TR, o B, 7R R, Ty R a S B
ERIEF A AR, THER 2/ AT
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ci %) composed by Taizong (r. 626-649) of Tang China, along with the Jin
shu %3 (Official History of the Jin Dynasty), which had been newly compiled.
In the case of Japan, the initial importation of books is dated approximately to
the early fifth century; The Analects of Confucius (Lun yu #7E) and The
Thousand Characters Text (Qian zi wen T-7¢) were imported by Wangin 1=
(J. Wani).

The compilation of national histories is also very important in determining
the spread of literacy. A work entitled Yugi £452 (Extant Records) was published
in early Kogury6 and reworked into the Sinjip #i#: (New Compilation) in 600.
In Paekche, a history called Sogi &3¢ (Documentary Records) was compiled by
Kohung & in 375. In Silla, a work entitled Kuksa (5 (National History) was
put together in 545, under the supervision of Koch’ilbu &4k, It is also thought
that a history of Kimgwan Kaya entitled Kaehwangnyok Bfisifg (Chronicle of
the Kaihuang Reign), also known as Kaehwangnok B4 (Records of the
Kaihuang Reign), was compiled in the Kaehwang era (581-600). In Japan, two
histories called Teiki (Imperial Records) and Kyiji (Old Words) were put
together around the early sixth century. These two histories formed the basis of
the Kojiki #5530 (Records of Old Events) in 712.

Literary works can be a key indicator of the literate life. Unfortunately, since
many works were first transmitted orally and only recorded later, it is difficult to
determine when they first appeared in written form. For instance, some early
pieces — such as Old Choson’s Konghuin 2:%25| or Kongmudobaga /311 ik
(Do Not Cross the River Song), Kogury®’s Hwangjoga # 5% (Song of a Yellow
Bird), Kaya’s Kujiga 5% (Song of a Turtle Dish), and Silla’s Tosolga 484k
(Song of the Pure Land) — are dated back farther than the earliest evidence of the
literate life found in each state. Therefore, literary works are not considered here.

It is useful to examine the enactment of certain systems that are closely
related to the use of written language, such as the promulgation of legal codes
(yullyong tf4) and the importation of calendars. Many regulations were
systemized and their language reworked with the promulgation of the national
code. In addition to the dramatic rise in the number of prohibitory articles under
Luolang rule (discussed earlier), historical records give an account of prison and
punishment in third-century Puy6. While these provisions may have been early
forms of codification, a truly codified penal system can be found in the national
codes of the Three Kingdoms. Koguryo promulgated its national code in 373,
Silla, in 520, and Japan, in the seventh century,”® while there is no account of

78. Yi Chonghti, “Yuk, ch’il-segi Ilbonsa eso yullyong suyong ti kwajong kwa timi” (Adoption
of the Yullyong System in the History of Sixth- to Seventh-Century Japan and Its Meaning),
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when the national code went into effect in Paekche. Some argue that the Paekche
yullyong system may have been enforced in the mid-third century, on the
grounds that some penal systems were set up during the reign of King Koi (r.
234-286). But others place the codification in the fourth century, during the
reign of either King Kiinch’ogo (r. 346-375) or King Kiin’gusu (r. 375-384).”
The “Paekche chon” Hif{d (Story of Paekche) in the Zhou shu JE# (Official
History of the Northern Zhou Dynasty) mentions some Paekche rules of
punishment for rebellion, retreat, murder, thievery, and adultery, an account
supported by the Jiu Tang shu % (Old Official History of the Tang Dynasty)
and Xin Tang shu #E# (New Official History of the Tang Dynasty).
Therefore, the yullyong system had likely been promulgated by the mid- or late
sixth century, when the Northern Zhou dynasty existed.

Now I shall discuss the introduction of the Chinese calendar system in the
Three Kingdoms. In 624, Kogury6 sent an envoy to Tang China to request a
Tang calendar (Wuyin li k&, Calendar of the Wuyin Reign). However,
Kogury6 must have adopted the imported Chinese calendar no later than the
early fifth century, for the sexagenary cycles for 408, found at the Tomb of
Tokhting-ni, and for 414, inscribed on the tombstone of King Kwanggaet’o (r.
391-413), match the Jin calendar (Jin li %ZJ%).3° Packche adopted the Song
calendar (Yuanjia li 7t35/%, Calendar of the Yuanjia Reign) and declared the first
month of the year the month of yin (yin yue % H).%" Indeed, starting from the
first day of the tenth month in the fourteenth year (468) of King Kaero’s reign
(455-475), which is kyeyu 2578, the sexagenary cycle for the first days of some
months, inscribed on the memorial tombstone of King Munyong (r. 501-523)
and recorded in the Samguk sagi, matches that of the Song calendar.?? In 533,
Japan asked Paekche for a calendar and a new expert on calendars.?? The

Han’guk kodaesa yon'gu 4 (1991): 20-21.

79. No Chungguk, Paekche chongch’isa yon’gu (A Study of the Political History of Paekche),
(Seoul: Ilchogak, 1988), 266-267.

80. Takeda Yukio, Koguryo shi to Higashi Ajia (The History of Kogury6 and East Asia), (Tokyo:
Iwanami shoten, 1989), 105, n. 21; Kong Sokku, “Tokhung-ni pyokhwa kobun ti chuin’gong
kwa kit songgyok” (The Buried Person of the Tomb of Tokhting-ni and Its Nature), Packche
yon'gu 21 (1990): 358-359.

81. “Paekche chuan” EHi#f# (Story of Paekche), in Zhou shu & (Official History of the
Northern Zhou Dynasty), v. 49. The original text reads, “FH RT3, Lk S,

82. Otani Mitsuo, “Paekche Munyongwang tong wangbi ti myoji e pointin yokpdp e tachayo”
(On the Calendar Seen on the Epitaph of King Munyong of Paekche and His Queen), Kogo misul
119 (1973); Yi Unsong, “Mynydngwang niing Ui chisok kwa Won’ga yokpop” (The Memorial
Tombstone of King Mynyong and the Calendar of the Yuanjia Era), Tongbanghak chi 43 (1984):
4547,
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following year, Paekche dispatched Wangboson F1#% to Japan; thus one can
conclude that Paekche was then already familiar with the Yuanjia li, which had
been in use in the Song dynasty since 445. However, another Japanese history
states that Japan began to use Song’s calendar system in 690, years after Kwalluk
140, a Packche monk, had passed it on.%

According to the Samguk sagi, Silla adopted a new calendar called the Linde
li @57 (Calendar of the Linde Reign) in 674, thanks to Tokpok 77, a low-
ranking official who had returned after studying Chinese almanacs in Tang
China.®® The Samguk sagi also includes the remark of Hanjirho fifigksr, Silla’s
envoy to the Tang emperor Taizong in 633: “Since King Pophung (r. 514-540),
Silla has informally used its own calendar.”®® It seems likely that Silla, under
pressure from China, replaced its own calendar with the Chinese calendar
system.

Finally, archeological sources provide crucial information. Table 3 shows the
earliest sources, classified by item, for each of the countries.

The earliest inscription of Kogury® is found on the end piece of a roof tile
(wadang T%) from the ruins in Jian %, It reads Daning shi nian K% U4E, the
fourth year of Daning’s reign, which corresponds to the year 325.87 Other
engraved end pieces of roof tiles, dated to the fourth century, have been
excavated from the ruins of Koguryo.3® The brush-writings on the plastered wall
inside tomb #3 in Anak are traced back to the mid-fourth century. The
tombstone of King Kwanggaet’o (r. 391-413) was erected in the early fifth
century, but it was not until later in the same century that characters were first
inscribed on Buddhist statues. Furthermore, some earthen vessels, with the
inscriptions hubudobyong #%E5E ., chidobyong ST, yommohyong #45,
and hagwan &, have been recently excavated from the ruins of the mountain

83. Nihon shoki 02D, v. 19, the sixth year in the fourth year of the Kinmei £ Emperor. The
original text reads, “FHllh, Bt 5 LIEFL %, TAE T - X M ISR, TR

84. Nihon sandai jitsuroku HAR=EEk, v. 5, sixth month of the third year of the Teikan £
reign. The original text reads, “-75 H Ok, TAMITE BB MRS G, PRI TR T RATIB -1k
HEHOREFEAZES, S Wk B S RE e+ R, ainBIEEss =g, mA TR &
RIG PR (e ) R IR+ 1, B RGH CHIE. KRS

85. Samguk sagi =@ %130, v. 7, King Munmu. The original text reads, “-+IU4&IEH, ARfEk A
FRFER, (S, SORRTEE.”

86. Samguk sagi, v. 5, second year of King Chindok.

87. “The fourth year of the Daning” might have been a mistake for the third year. Li Dianfu,
“Jian juan yun wen ming wen wadang gao bian” (An Examination of the Inscribed End Piece of
the Cirrus Roof Tile Found at the Site of Jian), She hui ke sue zhan xian 4 (1984): 70.

88. Ibid.; Lin Zhide and Geng Tiehua, “Jian chu tu de Koguryo wa dang ji gi nian dai” (The End
Pieces of the Kogury6 Tiles Found at the Site of Jian and Their Dates), Gao gu 7, (1985).
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Table 3. The Introduction of Inscriptions associated with Early Literacy in Korea

Inscriptions Koguryo Paekche Silla Kaya
Tile-brick K& U4E-inscribed |k, Hr-inscribed  [Inscribed lacquered | F-inscribed
T, end piece of a roof |earthenware found |ware from the long-neck bottle
pottery, and |tile (325); earthen- |on the site of the  [southern and with a lid F%E
lacquered  |ware found from the|walled town in northern tombs of  |4i# and the
ware fortress on Mount  |P’ungnap; f-inscri- [Hwangnam (mid- or|inscribed short-
Ach’a and the site of |bed brick-stone late fifth c.?); inscrib{neck bottle from
the Chongniing-sa  |(mid-fourth c. to  |ed earthenware from|Chop’o-ri in
Temple (mid-fifth to [475); inscribed the gregarious tombs|Hapch’on
sixth c.) brick-stone from the/in Kyesong and County (mid-
Tomb of King Nuam-ni (late sixth |[sixth c. or later)
Munyong (525) c. or later); brush-
writings on the tall
cup with a lid #7255
£ (late sixth to early
seventh c.)
Metallic Inscribed bottle-like | The seven-branched [Inscriptions of % A |Inscribed iron
ware cup ##T of King sword 5377 (3692);|#%, 3, and & from |sword from
Kwanggaet’o (415) |inscribed silver the northern tomb  [tomb #11 of
armlet from the of Hwangnam (fifth |[Kyo-dong;
Tomb of King c. or later?) inscribed ring-
Munyaéng (520) pommeled
sword B k)
collected by
Tokyo
Hakubutsukan
(sixth ¢.?)
Mirror Sudahachiman Ch’ongdong
bronze mirror fEH |panggyck kyugu
S (%45 (503?);  [chomun’gyong 74
inscribed bronze FEHIER B rss from
mirror from the the southern tomb
Tomb of King of Hwangnam (mid-
Munyong (525 or  [fifth ¢.?)
earlier)
Wooden Wooden tablets Wooden tablets
tablets from Yon-ji of from the mountain

Kwanbung-ni,
Namgung-ji,
Ssangbung-ni, and
the site of the temple
of Nungsan-ni

(538-660)

fortresses of Songsan
and Isongsan
(mid-sixth c. or later

Amit’a samjon
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Table 3. (continued)

Inscriptions Koguryo Paekche Silla Kaya
Buddhist JAI+=4E-inscribed | 2¢5k-inscribed gilt  |samyon scksang i
statues stone Buddha (489?)|bronze statue of the |F& = &Yk f1{% with

three standing the inscription of

Buddhas (563?) kyeyu %74, Samjon
ch’énbul soksang
=@ % with
the inscription of
kyeyu 378 (673)

Stone Tombstone of King |Memorial stone of |[Monument of Monument of
Kwanggaet'o (414) |the Tomb of King |Naengsu-ri (503)  |Maean-ni (531
Munyéng (5235) or earlier?)

Tombstone |Brush-writings from | Memorial stone of |Brush-writings from
tomb #3 in Anak  |the Tomb of King |the tombs in Umnae-
(ca. 357) and from |Munyong (525) ri in Stinhting County,

the Tomb of (539) and from the
Tokhting-ni (408) Tomb of
dsukchisulgan

g2 (595)

fortress of Ach’a-san, far from the capital city of Kogury6. The pottery is dated
to the sixth century and supplements the inscriptive sources of Koguryo.®’

The earliest inscriptions of Paekche are those on pottery and brick-stones
excavated from the site of the earthen-walled fortress in P’ungnap-tong. They are
dated approximately to the second period of Hansong Paekche (around 450 to
475).%° The brick-stones, bracelets, mirrors, and a memorial stone uncovered in
the Tomb of King Munydng (r. 501-523) all bear inscriptions. Wooden tablets,
traced back to the period of Sabi Paekche (538-660), were also found on the
archeological sites in Kwan’bung-ni, Namgung-ji, and Ssangbung-ni.’! More

89. Soul tachakkyo pangmulgwan, T’ukpyoljon Koguryo: Han’gang yuyck i Koguryo yosae
(Special Exhibition of Koguryo: Koguryo Fortresses in the Han Valley), May 2000, 52-53, and
the picture on 106.

90. This date is quoted from Pak Sunbal, “Hansong Paekche ti chungang kwa chibang” (Center
and Periphery of Hansong Paekche), Packche iii chungang kwa chibang (Center and Periphery of
Paekche), (Tagjon: Ch’ungnam taehakkyo Paekche yon’guso, 1997), 133-134.

91. Yi Songsi, “Han’guk mokkan yon’gu Ui hyonhwang kwa Haman Songsan sansong ch’ult’o ui
mokkan” (A Tendency of the Study on the Korean Wooden Tablets and the Wooden Tablet
Found at the Site of the Mountain Fortress of Songsan), Haman Songsan sansong ch’ult’o
mokkan i naeyong kwa songkyck (The Content and Nature of the Wooden Tablet Found at the
Site of the Mountain Fortress of Songsan), presentations at an international academic conference,
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tablets from the same period have recently been uncovered at the site of the
temple in Nungsan-ni.

The earliest inscriptions of Silla were found in the southern and northern
tombs of Hwangnam (Hwangnam taech’ong 2.Ei-k35): puin tae I N7 inscribed
on a silver-buckled belt; marang %1 on lacquered ware; pu 5% and paek & on
the decorations of a crown; and chu kok tae chung T4k on a bronze
mirror.”” With respect to the precise dates of the artifacts, scholars have offered
conflicting estimates, though most agree that they can be dated to the mid- or
late fifth century. The inscriptions on the horse bell (mat’'ak %4%) and the three-
legged bronze pot (ch’odu $#-~}) excavated from tombs #16 and #17 in Hwango-
dong are dated to the early sixth century. Later inscriptions, dated from the late
sixth to seventh centuries, have been found in Silla sites: the group of tombs in
Kyesdng in Ch’angnyong County;”® Nuam-ni in Chungwon County;”*
Maeryong-ni in Y&ju County;” Yean-ni in Kimhae County;”® and Habukchong
in Yangsan County.”” The inscriptions on the pottery found in the tombs in

November 12, 1999.

92. Munhwajae kwalliguk munhwajae yon’guso, Hwangnam taech’ong nambun palgul chosa
pogoso (ponmun) (A Report of the Excavation and Examination of the Southern Tomb of
Hwangnam - main texts), 1994, 100.

93. Nishitani Tadashi, “Chosen sangoku jidai no doki to moji” (Pottery and Written Language in
the Three Kingdoms Period of Korea), Kodai no Nihon to Higashi Ajia (Japan and East Asia in
Ancient Times), (Tokyo: Shogakukan, 1991), 376-381; Takeda Yukio, “Kaya-Silla Kyesong no
taikan: Ch’angnyong Kyesong kofun gun shutsu doki no meibun ni tsuite” (The Large Shield of
Kyesong in Silla-Kaya: On the Pottery Excavated from the Tombs of Kyesong in Ch’angnyong
County), Chosen bunka kenkyu 1 (1994); Son Sogyol, “Ch’angnyong Kyesong kobun’gun ch’ult’o
togi myongmun Ui komt’o” (An Examination of the Inscriptions on the Earthenware Excavated
from the Tombs of Kyesong in Ch’angnyong County), Ch’angnyong Kyesong kobun’gun (The
Tombs of Kyesong in Ch’angnydng County), (Pusan: Pusan tachakkyo pangmulgwan, 1995).

94. A lot of pottery with the engraved character chong # on it was found, and the median date
of the tombs is thought to correspond to the late sixth century. See Ch’ungbuk tachakkyo
pangmulgwan, Chungwdn Nuam-ni kobun’gun (The Tombs of Nuam-ni in Chungwon County),
(Ch’ongju: Ch’ungbuk Taehakkyo Pangmulgwan, 1993), 30, 36, 44, 87-90, 102-105, 140, 155-
161, and 186. Symbolic designs such as ¢ and Ji were also found.

95. One item of pottery with the engraved character chong # on it was found. See Hallim
taehakkyo pangmulgwan, Ydju Maeryong-ni Yonggang-gol kobun’gun (The Gregarious Tombs
of Yonggang-gol, Maeryong-ni in Y6ju County), v. II, (Ch’6nju: Hallim taehakkyo
pangmulgwan, 1989), 32, 73.

96. For the inscription chong I, see Pusan tachakkyo pangmulgwan, Kimbae Yean-ni gobun’gun
(The Tombs of Yean-ni in Kimhae County), v. I, text, (Pusan: Pusan taehakkyo pangmulgwan,
1985), 104. For the inscription chong mul 37), see ibid., v. II, text, 1993, 230.

97. Pottery with characters such as sang I, chong Jt, and saeng " was found, and it is dated
from the late sixth to the mid-seventh centuries. See Tonga tachakkyo pangmulgwan, Yangsan
Habukchdong yujok (The Ruins of Habukchong in Yangsan County), 1992, 34-36, 52, 63-65, 71,
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Ch’uvam-dong, Tonghae, and in Imha, Andong County, probably date back to
the same period.”® A tall cup with brush-writings on it has also been reported.”
In addition, wooden tablets that date back at most to the mid-sixth century were
found on the sites of fortresses on Song-san'® and Isdng-san.'”! Other sources
whose dates are relatively obvious include the stone monument of Naengsu-ri,
dated to 503 CE, the epitaph with brush-writings (539), and the Buddhist statue
(673). Lastly, a few pieces of pottery, long swords, and tombstones with
inscriptions have been excavated from the ruins of late Kaya, but their dates are
unclear.

In this section, I have examined various types of information available to
estimate a time frame for the emergence of the literate life in the three kingdoms.
To present the findings more clearly, I have put together Figure 5, which shows
the earliest recorded date of each item, while Figure 6 presents each country’s
mean of the dates for all items.

Let us first examine Figure 5. The dates of the Koguryo sources range widely,
from the second century to the end of the fifth century, but they display a
concentration in the fourth century. The dates of the Paekche sources converge
in the late fourth and early fifth centuries, the narrowest range in the chart.
Displaying the second highest degree of convergence, Silla sources are dated
mainly to the sixth century. Lastly, the dates for Japanese sources are the most

and 144.

98. Hong Posik, Yumul e saegydjin kodae muncha (Ancient Written Language Inscribed on
Antiquities), 1997, 74.

99. Pak Pangnyong, “Chon Yongnam chibang ch’ult’o muksémyong yugae kobae” (The Tall Cup
with a Lid with a Brush-Writing on It, Said to Have Been Found in the Southeast Region), Sogo
Yun Yongjin kyosu chongnyon t'oeim kinyom nonch’ong (Collection of Research Treatises in
Commemoration of the Retirement of Professor Yun Yongjin due to the Age Limit), (Seoul:
Sinhting Insoeso, 1996).

100. Kungnip Ch’angwon munhwajae yon’guso, Haman Songsan sansong (The Mountain
Fortress of Song-san in Haman County), (Ch’angwon: Kungnip Ch’angwén Munhwajae Yon
guso, 1998), 179-184; Han’guk kodaesa hakhoe, Haman Songsan sansong ch’ult’'o mokkan it
naeyong kwa songkyok (The Content and Nature of the Wooden Tablets Found at the Site of the
Mountain Fortress of Song-san in Haman County), presented at an international academic
conference, 1999.

101. Hanyang tachakkyo and Kyonggi-do, Isong sansong: sam-ch’a palgul chosa pogoso (The
Mountain Fortress of Isong-san: Report of the Third Excavation and Examination), (Seoul:
Hanyang tachakkyo, 1991), 64-172; Hanyang tachakkyo and Hanam-si, Isong sansong: sa-ch’a
palgul chosa pogoso (The Mountain Fortress of Isong-san: Report of the Fourth Excavation and
Examination), (Seoul: Hanyang taehakkyo, 1992), 145-150; Hanyang tachakkyo pangmulgwan
and Hanam-si, Isong sansong: ch’il-ch’a palgul chosa pogoso (The Mountain Fortress of Isong-
san: Report of the Seventh Excavation and Examination), (Seoul: Hanyang tachakkyo, 2000),
181-184, 244-247.
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divergent, ranging from the third century to the turn of the eighth century (701).
Immigrants and visitors from China or Korea may have contributed significantly
to the initial spread of literacy in Japan, but the highly dispersed dates indicate
independent growth thereafter.
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Figure 6 shows that literate life emerged in Koguryd, Paekche, Japan, and
Silla in that order chronologically. In comparing the initial rises, one notices a
décalage of eighty-five years between Koguryo and Paekche; about 150 years
between Paekche and Silla; about ninety years between Silla and Japan; and
about sixty years between Paekche and Japan. Thus Japan commenced its literate
life earlier than Silla, probably thanks to the contribution of Paekche scholars.

In Figure 7, the earliest dates for the archeological sources of inscriptions (see
Table 3) are graphed by item. Since it is difficult to determine a precise
chronology, the diagram only shows the approximate dates. It is nonetheless
helpful to understand the general pattern: Koguryo, Paekche, and Silla produced
their earliest recorded inscriptions in the order just listed. Given the scarcity of
source material, it is not very meaningful to compare Kaya with other kingdoms.

The Expansion of Literacy: A Case Study of Silla and Parhae

It is interesting that Silla, which had lagged behind other states in terms of
literacy, unified the Three Kingdoms in the end.!'® Its victory consequently

102. Kim Ch’dlchun, “Samguk munhwa ti kyesting kwa palchon” (Succession and Development
of the Three Kingdoms Culture), Harn’guk kodaesa yon’gu (A Study of Ancient Korean History),
(Seoul: Seoul tachakkyo ch’ulp’anbu, 1990), 220.
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rendered Silla a representative state in ancient Korean history and allowed it to
pass down more historical sources than Koguryo and Paekche. For example, two
ink-sticks, a gift from Unified Silla to Japan, have survived and can be found at
the Shosoin imperial repository in Nara, Japan.'® On the strength of abundant
source material, this section investigates the expansion of the literate life and its
spread to the provinces. According to extant sources, Silla’s literate culture was
in existence for almost five hundred years — from the mid-fifth century to its last
days in 935. Figure 8 offers a starting point for understanding the long-term
process of expansion.

In Figure 8, all available inscriptions are divided into three groups: (1)
monument stones, (2) personal epitaphs, and (3) inscriptions associated with
Buddhism. The last group is divided further into priest epitaphs, statue
inscriptions, and other Buddhism-related inscriptions.'®* The general timeline for
each group is interesting. The monument stones are concentrated throughout the
sixth century, while most of the memorial stelae are concentrated in the one-
hundred-year span between the 660s and 750s. The practice of erecting
monument stones for renowned monks seems to have begun after 800, and the

103. Yi Songsi, Kim Ch’angsok, trans., Tong Asia iti wangkwdn kwa kyoyok (Royal Authority
and Trade in East Asia), (Seoul: Ch’ongnyonsa, 1999), 25-26.

104. For the epigraphs included in this diagram, see Han’guk kodaesa yon’guso, ed., Yokchu
Han’gul kodae kitmsongmun, v. 2 and v. 3.
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dates of inscriptions on Buddhist statues range from 673 to 899. Other
epigraphs associated with Buddhism consistently appear from the 690s to the
last phase of the Silla dynasty.

In accordance with the general timeline above, the entire sixth century can be
characterized as the “age of monument stones,” and the period from the
unification (676) to the mid-eighth century, as the “age of personal stelae.”
Artifacts associated with Buddhism cover the period from 673 to the end of the
dynasty. However, since most Buddhist sources are concentrated in the ninth
century, which includes all three categories associated with Buddhism, the ninth
century can be considered the “age of Buddhist records.”

Literacy in Silla can also be divided into three periods that characterize each
of the chronological stages outlined above: Period I (the sixth century to
unification, 676) the age of national records; Period II (676 to the eighth
century), the age of personal records; and Period III (the turn of the ninth
century on), the age of Buddhist records. Once the three periods are established
by studying the general trends and shifts in the inscriptions, this tentative
periodization needs to be checked against the periodization of the general history
of Silla based on documentary records. Let us first examine the inscriptions
placed under the category of monument stones.

The four monument stones for King Chinhiing’s tour of inspection and
others in Naengsu-ri, Pongp’yong, and Unch’on-dong were erected to declare
either territorial expansion or important new decisions of the central
government. Meanwhile, other monument stones recorded national enterprises
like the construction of dikes and fortresses. For example, the inscription found
on the Kwanmun-song fortress (musul ojak 1% i) means: “Constructed an
embankment in the year of musul.” Since most monument stones from the sixth
century record national enterprises, this time period can also be understood as
the “age of national records.”

The next category is centered on the many memorial stelae that were erected
from the sixth to eighth century for people outside the royal family, such as
Sorwollang, Kim Yusin, Hyangdok, Chéngwan, Nallang, Ch’oe Yudok, and
Solch’ong. Sorwollang came from Myongju and was selected as the first hwarang
fess (lic., “flower of youth,” also known as kukson Efl] “national immortal”)
during the reign of King Chinhting (r. 540-576),%° but his stele’s date of erection
is unknown. The stele for Kim Yusin was erected in 673, the year of Kim’s death
or later.'% Hyangdiik, who came from Ungch’6n Province, was another man for

105. Samguk sagi, v. 3, Mirtk sénhwa.
106. Samguk sagi, v. 43, Kim Yusin chon (The Biography of Kim Yusin).
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whom a stele was erected.'”” The stele for a certain Chongwan is unique, in that
it was erected for a woman who had been sent to China in 723 or 724 but later
returned to Silla.'® The text of the stele for Nallang, another hwarang, was
written by Ch’oe Ch’iwon.!” Also worth mentioning is the stele for Ch’oe
Yudok, who financed the construction of Yuddk-sa temple.!'” In addition, stelae
for those who contributed to the spread of Buddhism in the sixth century were
erected in late Silla; the stele for Ich’adon’s martyrdom at the Paengnyul-sa
temple is one such example."'! The stelae for Kim Yusin, Chéngwan, and
Hyangdok are representative of the “age of personal stelae”; over time, the
subjects of the stele expanded, ranging from aristocrats (Kim Yusin) to female
aristocrats (Chongwan) and even to provincial persons (Hyangdok). The
expansion signifies the shift in interest from national enterprises to individuals;
thus the period can be understood as the “age of personal records.”

After the unification, Buddhist-related inscriptions became a regular feature.
Starting with the ninth century, however, stelae for individual monks were
erected. According to a documentary record called “Anham chon” (The
Biography of Anham) in the Haedong kosing chon (Biographies of the Great
Priests of Silla), the text of the stele for Anham, written by Sol Chungop around
779,112 is regarded as the first stele for a Buddhist monk. Thus one can conclude
that the stelae for individual monks were first erected in the late Silla period. As
examined above, other inscriptions associated with Buddhism are mostly dated
to the ninth century, thus allowing the ninth century to be established as the
“age of Buddhist records.”

107. Samguk sagi, v. 48, Hyangdok chon (The Biography of Hyangddok); Samguk yusa
(Memorabilia of the Three Kingdoms), v. 5, (#5344 #t8: Saji Hyangduk cut off the fleshy
inside of his thigh and served it to his parent).

108. Samguk sagi, v. 8, 2, second year of King Songdok.
109. Samguk sagi, v. 4, 3, seventh year of King Chinhting.
110. Samguk yusa, v. 3, Yudok-sa (The Yudok-sa temple).

111. Samguk yusa, v. 3, Ado kira (Ji;#&3E5%: Ado laid the foundation of Silla Buddhism) and
Wangjong hingpop Yomch’ok mydlsin (J55= Bk 5 : Wongjong promoted Buddhism and
Ich’adon died a martyr); Yi Pyongdo, “Silla pulgyo Ui ch’imt'u kwajong kwa Ich’adon sun’gyo
munje ui sin koch’al” (A New Examination of the Infiltration of Buddhism into Silla and the
Question of Ich’adon’s Martyrdom), Han’guk kodaesa yon’gu (A Study of Ancient Korean
history), rev. ed. (Seoul: Pagyongsa, 1985).

112. Sin Chongwon, Silla Ch’ogi pulgyosa yon’gu (A Study of Buddhism in Early Silla), (Seoul:
Minjoksa, 1992), 240; Nam Tongsin, “Wonhyo wa Punhwang-sa kwan’gye ui sachok ch’ui”
(The Historical Development of the Relations between Wonhyo and the Punhwang-sa Temple),
in Punhwang-sa vii chae chomyong (A Reexamination of the Punhwang-sa Temple), (Kyongju:
Tongguk taehakkyo Silla munhwa yon’guso, 1999), 90.
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Now I will examine whether the periodization based on the general trends of
inscriptions matches the conventional periodization of Silla: the Early-Middle
period (chunggo iit), the Middle period (chungdae Hi4t), and the Late period
(hadae T4%). The beginning of literacy in Silla can be traced back to the mid-
fifth century, or the end of the Early period, to which the oldest known
inscriptions are dated (Figure 6). Throughout the Early-Middle period, literacy in
Silla advanced steadily. In addition to the archeological sources discussed earlier,
historical records clearly confirm the focus on national records during this
period. For instance, King Pophong (r. 514-540) promulgated legal codes
(yullyong H#:4y) in 520, while entries in 536 and 555 provide the first accounts of
the issuance of royal messages.''3 In 654, sixty provisions for the Ibangbu # 7 Jff
(Ministry of Justice) were amended.'"* The Kuksa [# (National History) had
been compiled in 545. During this period, a ruling system based on written law
was established. In 608, Won’gwang wrote a request for troops to Sui China —
the oldest surviving diplomatic note. The accounts about the official letter that
Won’gwang sent to Japan in 621 suggest that Silla’s documentary diplomacy
dates back to this period. Furthermore, Kakdok, a Buddhist monk who was the
first man from Silla to study abroad, returned home in 549. Buddhist scriptures
were first imported in 565, when Buddhist circles began to enjoy literacy under
the sponsorship of the state. Indeed, Period I, or the Early-Middle period, was
the age of national records, a time of expanding literacy in the central
government and the royal house.

The nature of literate life in Silla changed gradually around the time of
unification, marking the beginning of Period II. The shift was closely related to
the establishment of educational institutions and the dispatch of students to
Tang China. Kim Ch’unch’u paid a visit of inspection to the National Academy
when he went to Tang China as an envoy in 648.""5 As already noted, in 651
new titles related to education (such as paksa #-1:, chogyo B3, and taesa k%)
were created!'® to lay the foundation of an educational system, and a National
Confucian College (Kukhak (%) was finally established in 682. King Hyegong
(r. 765-780) visited the national college in person twice, in 765 and 776.'" In
788, a kind of state examination system for the selection of government officials,
called tokso samp’umkwa #HE= 5%} (examination in the reading of texts in

113. Samguk sagi, v. 4, 2fifth year of King Pophting and the 1sixth year of King Chinhting
114. Samguk sagi, v. 5, first year of King Taejong Muyol.

115. Samguk sagi, v. S, second year of King Chindok.

116. Samguk sagi, v. 38, Kukhak [£2.

117. Samguk sagi, v. 9, first year and the 12th year of King Hyegong.
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three gradations), was inaugurated.!'® Those who had been educated in Tang
China or domestic educational institutions may have helped create an
atmosphere in which capable individuals won recognition, and subsequently
engendered a social phenomenon characterized by the advent of the individual —
that is, society began to view individuals as independent beings rather than
merely as a plurality of subjects. Thus it was no accident that the trend of
studying in Tang China and the establishment of a national college marked the
beginning of the age of personal stelae.

Thanks to institutional support, men of letters became very prominent. In the
eighth century in particular, literary culture in Silla advanced so remarkably that
in 737 even the Chinese, who had been dismissive of literate life in Silla, took
notice: “Silla is a country of virtuous men, and they are as good at poetry and
calligraphy as the Chinese.”!"” In the political sphere, the year 756 recorded the
first known petition from a subject to a king in Silla: the head of the supreme
council (sangdaediing |-k%) presented a petition that discussed the gains and
losses of governmental affairs.'?’ In 714, the t'ongmun paksa 3@zt (lit.,
“master of writing”), renamed from sangmunsa #zhli (lit.,, “teacher versed in
writing”), took charge of diplomatic notes to China. Moreover, in the same year,
a county named Koro-hyon, was converted into a kind of prebend called nogiip
i (lit., “stipend land”) for students,'?! in order to support the students at the
national college.

As examined so far, the Middle period can be characterized as a time when
individuals became the main subject of records. Indeed, this period witnessed the
nationwide erections of personal stelae, the establishment of educational
institutions, and the flourishing of writers and calligraphy as society began to
value competent individuals. For this reason, this period is aptly known as the
“age of personal records.”

The focus began to shift again, however, at the beginning of the Late period.
Personal records still flourished, but most of the stelae were now for Buddhist
monks, and stelae for individuals in the secular world were seldom erected.
Indeed, the transition from the Middle to the Late period was accompanied by a
shift in Buddhist thought from Vijnanavada and Avatamsaka studies to the
Avatamsaka and Son ji# (Ch. Chan, J. Zen), or the Contemplative School.'??

118. Samguk sagi, v. 10, fourth year of King Wonsong.

119. Jiu Tang shu ), v. 1994, Silla guo chuan #rifEE4; Xin Tang shu FiEd:, v. 220, Silla
chuan (e

120. Samguk sagi, v. 9, fifth year of King Kyongdok.

121. Samguk sagi, v. 10, first year of King Sosong.
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Buddhist texts continued to flow in from China, and Buddhist associations
prospered in this transition period.'?® Not surprisingly, the ninth century saw a
dramatic increase in the number of other inscriptions associated with Buddhism.
As a result, most of the extant inscriptions from the ninth century are related to
Buddhism.

In sum, Silla underwent three stages of development, following the inception
of literacy: (1) the age of national records in the Early-Middle period, (2) the age
of personal records in the Middle period, and (3) the age of Buddhist records in
the Late period. In terms of inscriptions based on Figure 8, the process can also
viewed as a series of changes in landmarks, from monument stones for the state
to personal inscriptions and, finally, stelae for Buddhist monks. In a broad sense,
this process reflects the general historical trends of Silla, in that the main subject
of records shifted from the state to individuals and then, by an expansion
process, to Buddhist monks.

There is yet another way to explain the development process: the diffusion of
literacy from center to periphery. The inscriptions dated to the period between
the mid-fifth and the mid-sixth century have been found mostly in the huge
tombs in Kydngju, the capital of Silla, and its vicinities. Meanwhile, some of the
inscriptions dated to the late sixth century or later have also been found in
Ch’angnyong, Chungwon, Yoju, Yangsan, Tonghae, and Andong, areas farther
away from Kyongju.'?* This geographical distribution suggests a diffusion of
literacy to the periphery.

Further evidence of this diffusion can be found in the monument stones for
the state; names mentioned in their texts begin to include official ranks for local
governments. For instance, the calligrapher of the monument stone at the
mountain fortress on Myongwhal-san was of the ach’ok-rank, while the drafter
of the monument stone of Musul ojak was an ilbol-rank holder. The munch’ck
R (an official in charge of recording) of the monument stone at the fortress on
Nam-san also listed those who held official ranks for local governments, such as
ach’ok MR, ilbol —tk%, and ilch’0k —R. Tt can be inferred that local government
officials began to oversee the texts of some of the monument stones no later than
the mid-sixth century.

122. Kim Poksun, “Silla hadae Hwaom Ui songhaeng” (The Prevalence of the Avatamsaka in Late
Silla), Silla Hwadomjong yon’gu (A Study of the Avatamsaka in Silla), (Seoul: Minjoksa, 1990);
Kim Sanghyon, “Silla hadae ti sahoe pyondong kwa pulgyogye” (The Social Upheaval in Late
Silla and Buddhist Circles), Han’guk pulgyosa iii chae chomyong (A Reexamination of the
History of Korean Buddhism), (Seoul: Pulgyo sidaesa, 1994), 139-140.

123. Kim Poksun, “Silla hadae Hwaom ti songhaeng,” 75-76; Chong Pyongsam, Ibid, 229.
124. Hong Posik, Yumul e saegydjin kodae muncha, 74.
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Scholars have debated the function of the Silla census register, thought to
have been created in 695.12° Given the general development in literacy examined
above, it seems unlikely that a census register was already in place for each
hamlet on a nationwide scale at the time. It is more plausible that the census was
limited to one of the districts under the direct control of the royal house. It
would follow that Silla began to conduct a census of the population in special
districts in the late seventh century, thereby contributing to the systemization of
documentary administration in local governments.

However, a number of transcribers of the Avatamsaka Sutra, which was
completed in 753, resided in the southwest region of the peninsula. Thus one can
conclude that in the mid-eighth century, scholars of Buddhist scriptures — and
expert calligraphers — were not all concentrated in the capital.'?® The inscriptions
excavated from the site of kilns in Sadang-dong, dated to 757 or a little later, are
also helpful for understanding the literate life in the provinces. For example, a
regional native who had received the official rank of saji 441 from the central
government was in charge of the production of pottery in Ki’ch’on in Han-ju
Province at the time. It can be inferred from his flowing and elegant style of
handwriting that he was a man of learning.'?” In addition, Yomjang, a local
government official in Mujin-wu Province who had the title yolga %1% (lit.,
“carriage”), also known as pyolga 5% (lit., “special carriage”), sent a letter to
Japan in 842.12% All such documents illuminate aspects of documentary
administration in Silla’s regional governments.

In short, Silla witnessed the emergence of intellectuals in the provinces in the
Middle period, but it was not until the beginning of the Late period that these
regional intellectuals flourished. The inscription on the iron pennant pole found
at the site of Yongdu-sa temple in Ch’dngju, dated to 962, supports the existence
of a school managed by a local power in the late Silla period.'”’ In fact, the

125. Yun Sont’ae, “Silla Ch’ollak munso Ui chaksong yondae was yongdo” (The Dating of the
Silla Census Registers and Their Use), Silla t'ongilgi wangsil tti ch’ollak chibae (The Rule of the
Royal House over Hamlets in Post-Unification Silla), (Ph.D. diss., Seoul: Soul tachakkyo, 2000).

126. Yi Kibaek, “Silla Kyongdok wang tae Hwadmgyong sagyong kwanydja e taehan koch’al”
(An Examination of Those Who Transcribed the Avatamsaka Sutra in the Reign of King
Kyongdok), Han’guk kodae chongch’i sahoesa yon’gu (A Study of the Politico-Social History of
Ancient Korea), (Seoul: Iichogak, 1996), 363-365.

127. Song Kiho, “Sadang-dong yoji ch’ult’o myongmun charyo wa t’ongil Silla chibang sahoe”
(The Inscriptions Excavated from the Site of Kilns at Sadang-don and the Local Societies of
Unified Silla), Han’guksa yon’gu, 99 and 100 (1997): 133-134.

128. Shoku Nihon koki %1 H A#%42 (A Follow-up Volume of Old Records of Nihon), v. 11, first
month of the ninth year of [Jowa #&#ll]. The original text reads, “Z.C, -+ {455 873 - FRiEIRE A 22
HH”
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origin of regional schools may be traced back earlier than this. In that case, such
schools and master-disciple relationships would have helped local societies
cultivate regional intellectuals, who would have risen to power as hojok Zjii
(semi-independent local power-holders in the period of late Silla and early
Koryd)."*” In addition, the intellectuals in the capital city who retired to the
countryside, as seen in the case of Ch’oe Ch’iwon, or who lined up with local
powers, as seen in the cases of Ch’oe Stingu and Ch’oe Onwi,!3! are thought to
have contributed to the development of intellectual circles in the provinces.

Lastly, we need to consider the unique case of Parhae (698-926). When
Parhae was founded in 698, its people were already literate. Indeed, Chinese
records reports that not only did Parhae have a written language but its people
kept their own documentary records and were familiar with written contracts
(see Table 1). Another record states that Parhae imported Chinese literature in
the sixth month of 736.1%? Literature from foreign countries may have been
collected in the national archives, called Munjogwon k%, and studied by
scholars and students at a national college, Chujagam % +#. A sentence
inscribed on a stele at the college reads, “Confucian students bustle in the East
Hall.”'33 Furthermore, the chogo sain 54 A was in charge of drafting royal
ordinances in Chungdaesong f14:4 (a branch with policy initiation and report
functions), while a writing secretary called noksa 4% traveled with the envoy to
foreign countries.

The inscriptions on the tombs of Princess Chonghye and Princess Chonghyo
reflect the level of literacy in the eighth century. These epitaphs, written in a
rhythmical prose style, quote phrases from Confucian texts and histories of
China and are marked by parallelism and ornateness, which was in vogue in
Tang China at the time. Nevertheless, the texts of the two epitaphs are almost
identical to each other, and the writer of the epitaph for Princess Chonghyo
alluded improperly to a historical event of Han China.!** Thus it can be inferred
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that comprehension and composition in eighth-century Parhae were not very
sophisticated.

In the ninth century, however, many men of letters were dispatched to Japan,
implying that the Parhae people enjoyed a relatively advanced level of literacy. In
the early years of Parhae, the envoys to Japan were selected from among military
officers. From the mid-eighth century on, however, civilian officials were
appointed, and in the ninth century all the envoys were selected from intellectual
circles in the government.!3S The scholar-envoys from Parhae were well received
in Japan. When Chu Wonbaek arrived in Japan, Shimada no tadaomi 1 5,
the most renowned Japanese writer of the time, was in charge of receiving him.
In another instance, in the middle of a reception party for Pae Chong, known as
a man of “seven-step” talent in poetry 53,24 (a Chinese idiom reserved for
special talent in impromptu composition), a Japanese official, Hujiwara no
yoshizumi /5 B 1%, had to leave early because of his deficient writing skills.!3¢

These anecdotes reflect the literate life in Parhae, which must have advanced
greatly in the ninth century. Indeed, the Chinese poet Wen Tingyun i %5
commented on Parhae culture: “[The Tang and Parhae| established the same
house in terms of culture and institutions.”'” Moreover, the Chinese eventually
began to refer to Parhae as Hai dong cheng guo i s (“the prosperous state
in the east”). This literary tradition was later succeeded by the Liao % dynasty
(947-1125) and the Jin 4 dynasty (1115-1234).138

Conclusion

Ancient Korean society, which did not have its own written language, had to
undergo the challenging process of learning and adopting a foreign writing
system. Naturally, Korea fell far behind compared to China. The difference
between China and Korea in the use of divination bones (pokkol | &; Ch. fu gu)
is illustrative of this situation. Divination bones have been found at fourteen
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different sites in the Korean peninsula and dated from the second century BCE to
the fourth century CE.'* These Korean divination bones, like the Japanese ones,
have no inscriptions, whereas the Chinese divination bones, found along the
Yellow River valley, are inscribed with characters. Moreover, it was after
divination bones were no longer in use in China that they began to become
popular in Korea and Japan. In other words, even though the Korean and
Japanese divination bones were made much later than Chinese ones, they had no
characters — a lag indicative of the wide gap between China and Korea-Japan in
terms of literacy.

Written language in ancient Korea might be traced back to the Neolithic or
Bronze Age, when pottery engraved with symbols was in use. However, whether
these symbols can be considered characters cannot be determined until more
evidence is available. Koreans may have used written language in the period of
Wiman Choson, but direct evidence is not available to support this theory. The
incised rock drawings concentrated in the southeast region of the peninsula in
this period, as well as various designs inscribed on pottery, may have functioned
as hieroglyphic characters, but they did not develop into an independent writing
system. Eventually, they yielded their place to Chinese characters.

The Chinese writing system may not have been in full effect until after the
Luolang commandery was established in 108 BCE. Various archeological
sources suggest that a documentary administrative system was already in
operation in mid-fourth-century Korea, which was thus ahead of Japan in
adopting Chinese characters. Nonetheless, based on the extant sources, the early
Three Kingdoms period appears to have attained an elementary level of literacy,
which allowed residents of the three Korean kingdoms to become familiar with
Chinese characters through inscriptions on coins, mirrors, and seals brought
from China. The oldest known inscriptions are dated to the fourth century for
Koguryd, the fourth or fifth century Paekche, the mid-fifth century for Silla, and
the sixth century for Kaya. The time prior to these earliest inscriptions can be
identified as the dawn of literacy for each state.

Koguryo was the first ancient Korean kingdom to undergo the process of
literacy development, followed by Paekche, Silla, and Kaya. This chronological
order is verified by Chinese histories, as well as other historical accounts of the
following: the beginning of documentary diplomacy, the dispatch of monks and
students to China, the establishment of educational institutions, the introduction
of Chinese literature and calendars, the compilation of national histories, and the
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promulgation of legal codes. More specifically, Koguryo was 85 years ahead of
Paekche, which was, in turn, about 150 years ahead of Silla. In a sense, these
differing starting points reflect the larger context of respective national
developments.

The Kogury6 murals found in tomb #3 in Anak, the tomb of Tokhung-ni,
and the Tomb of the Four Spirits in Tonggou provide some fragmentary scenes
associated with literacy in the three kingdoms. Unfortunately, the relevant
primary sources about Kogury® are also very limited. Inscriptions and historical
accounts of literacy in Silla are relatively abundant, however, and consequently
of much help in grasping the general patterns of literacy in ancient times.

In the case of Silla, following the inception of literacy in the mid-fifth
century, the history of literacy can be divided in to three periods. The first
period, from the sixth century to the unification, can be characterized as the age
of national records. The monument stones erected in this period, such as the
monument stone in Naengsu-ri, mostly recorded state projects or the events of
the royal house.

In the next period, ranging from the mid-seventh century to the end of the
eighth century, Silla experienced a shift in interest from the state to individuals,
illustrated by the widespread erection of memorial stelae for individuals and the
emergence of many renowned writers. For this reason, it can be designated as the
age of personal records.

Steles for Buddhist monks were first erected at the end of the eighth century
and spread widely in the ninth century. Inscriptions related to Buddhist temples
also flourished throughout the ninth century, a phenomenon that suggests the
increasingly influential role of Buddhist circles in official records. This period,
therefore, can be called the age of Buddhist records.

In short, the periodization of the Silla based on general trends in literacy
matches the conventional periodization of its general history — that is, the Early-
Middle period, Middle period, and the Late period.

However, the development of literacy in Silla can also be explained as an
expansion of literate life from center to periphery. Early inscriptions of Silla,
dated from the mid-fifth century to the early sixth century, are concentrated in
Kyongju, whereas the inscriptions dated to the late sixth century or later are
found in the provinces as well. This expansion is also evident in the epitaphs of
some monument stones from this period, which note their writers’ ranks in the
local government. Moreover, the census registers prepared for certain hamlets
support the theory that documentary administration had already been
systemized in the post-unification period. Some regional literati played a major
role in transcribing the Avatamsaka Sutra, while others helped established local
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schools that began to cultivate local intellectuals in the ninth century.

In the case of Parhae, the inscriptions on the tombs of Princess Chonghye and
Princess Chonghyo provide a few clues about literature and scholarship during
the reign of King Mun (r. 737-794). Based on the content of the epitaphs, one
can conclude that general comprehension and composition in eighth-century
Parhae were relatively rudimentary. In the ninth century, however, all the Parhae
envoys sent to Japan were well received by members of the Japanese court, who
admired their intellectual accomplishments. Thus it can be inferred that literacy
in Parhae enjoyed dramatic improvements in the ninth century, to the extent that
Parhae was deemed by the Chinese to be “the prosperous state in the east.”

In this article, T have provided a general survey of literacy in ancient Korea.
As more archeological evidence becomes available, many of the dates will have
to be revised. The existing sources, however, have allowed me to investigate the
general trends of literacy development in ancient times. I hope that this article
will serve as a useful starting point for other studies in this field.





