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Scholars generally agree that nationalism first emerged in the late eighteenth century, and 

that collective memories shared by members of a society contributed to the formation of modern 

nationalism. It does not mean, however, that collective memories did not exist before the modern 

period. In contrast to some modernist arguments, long before modern nationalism appeared in 

Korea, there was distinct evidence of the existence of certain collective memories among literati. 

Literati’s memories of Koguryo throughout the pre-modern period and the influence of Koguryo 

memories on the formation of Korean nationalism after the late nineteenth century strongly 

indicate that collective memory should not be tied to the notion of modern nationalism.  

It is apparent that since as early as the tenth century, Koryo literati considered Koguryo a 

part of Korean history, and their recognition of Koguryo appeared in political, cultural, and 

ethnic perspectives. The dynastic change from Koryo to Choson in 1392 did not cast doubt on 

the literati’s affirmation of Koguryo’s position in Korean heritage, and elevated the status of 

Confucianism in Choson, even contributing to consolidation of Koguryo memories among the 



 iii 

literati due to Koguryo’s connection to the Kija tradition. Although memories of this ancient 

kingdom were affected by the political situation of the time, especially during the early years of 

the Choson-Ming relationship, Koguryo’s status in Korean history was not questioned, and it still 

remained historically viable after the notion of the so-called “last bastion” of Confucian 

civilization emerged following the Ming’s collapse.  

Unquestionably, it was since the late nineteenth century when Koguryo memories were 

arguably embedded in the collective memory of Koreans, as Korean nationalists ardently tried to 

take advantage of Koguryo memories for their independence movements. In this period, 

Koguryo memories, which had survived since the tenth century, fit well into the model of 

collective memory as presented by Maurice Halbwachs. Additionally, its projection in the last 

few decades, including in the relationship between North and South Korea, as well as Korea and 

China regarding the ownership of Koguryo history, demonstrates how the collective memory of 

Koguryo has been maintained and still operates vigorously today.  
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Chapter One  

 

Introduction  

 

An Ancient and Glorious Past: Memories of Koguryŏ (�´Ŕ)  

 
 The past survives under two distinct forms:  

first, in motor mechanisms; secondly in independent recollections. 

Henri Bergson.1  

Collective memory is a current of continuous thought whose continuity is not at all artificial,  

for it retains from the past only what still lives 

 or is capable of living in the consciousness of the groups keeping the memory alive. 

Maurice Halbwachs.2 

 

Koreans often claim that their country has a long history of 5,000 years, and most people 

in Korea often state that they are from common ancestors, and therefore Korea is composed of a 

unitary ethnicity (tanil minjok, ċφǒв), the so-called “Han minjok” (ԑǒв).3 Needless to 

say, this is the consequence of national history education cautiously guided and supported by 

government, and this claim to a monolithic identity in ethnicity has been stressed as a symbol of 

��������������������������������������������������������
1 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N. M. Paul and W. Scott Palmer (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 78. 
 
2 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. Francis J. Ditter and Vida Yazdi Ditter, intro. Mary Douglas 
(New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1980), 78.  
 
3 The term “minjok” (ǒв) in Korean can be translated as various notions such as “nation,” “people,” or “ethnicity.” 
Introduced by the Japanese after the late nineteenth century in the context of nationalism, the ethnic aspect of minjok 
is often highlighted in discourse in Korea. In this dissertation, different words will be used for minjok depending on 
each context.    
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uniqueness in Korean history. Among many political entities and dynasties which are considered 

to play a part in Korean history, it is Koguryŏ, an ancient kingdom that collapsed in 668 CE that 

Korean people have been most interested in lately, regardless of the fact it fell more than 1,000 

years ago when it was defeated by the Silla (˦ł)-Tang (ĕ) alliance. Koguryŏ has now arguably 

become more important than Silla, the kingdom which managed to complete the first unification 

in Korean history by defeating Paekche (ǮН� and Koguryŏ.    

Koreans share surprisingly homogenous memories of Koguryŏ such as defeating foreign 

states repeatedly and maintaining sovereignty for nearly eight centuries, which proves how 

deeply implanted this particular image of Koguryŏ is among Koreans no matter what their 

position is in society. By foreign states, they are mainly referring to the Chinese and other 

northern political entities. Meanwhile, Paekche and Silla are excluded from the category of 

“foreign” regardless of the fact that they were the main enemies of Koguryŏ throughout its 

history. What blinds Koreans regarding Koguryŏ’s foreign neighbors and enemies is mainly their 

strong belief that Koguryŏ along with Silla and Paekche comprised the whole Korean history of 

this period. In spite of their apparent animosity in historical documents, the concept of the Three 

Kingdoms have never been questioned in terms of its “Koreanness,” and this is more interesting 

in the case of Koguryŏ because its geographical location was somewhat distant from the current 

state of South Korea. While there is no doubt that the Koreans’ firm belief that Koguryŏ was part 

of Korean history is largely the product of twentieth-century nationalist activism and state 

educational policies, I believe it is also because there exists a rich trove of historical collective 

memories about Koguryŏ dating back at least a thousand years. In this dissertation, I will review 

the formation of these “collective memories” of Koguryŏ in Korean history and also examine 

how Koguryŏ memories among Koreans survive in the discussion of collective memory within 
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Korean society. Then, I will argue it is no coincidence that Koguryŏ reemerged along with the 

rise of nationalism during the colonial period in Korean history, and I will also examine 

Koguryŏ’s role in the recent conflict between Korea and China over its historical identity.   

 

Collective memory, which is shared by members of a certain group, has been discussed 

and analyzed by scholars since the early twentieth century. While paying attention to the fact that 

individual memories are strongly influenced by the environment of the group to which these 

individuals belong, scholars tried to explain how collective memory is constructed and has 

functioned in history, especially in relationship to the development of nationalism. Maurice 

Halbwachs, a foremost scholar of collective memory, emphasizes society over individual 

memory in his analysis of collective memory. According to Halbwachs, “it is in society that 

people normally acquire their memories, and it is also in society that they recall, recognize and 

localize their memories”4 [emphasis added]. This is why groups are able to produce various 

memories of events even though individuals have never experienced those events in any direct 

sense. His argument that what individuals remember is determined by their group memberships 

but still takes place in their own minds is well explained in the structure he offers. While 

developing his theory of collective memory, he tried to distinguish collective memory from 

history. Although both history and collective memory are publicly available social facts, the 

latter is very dynamic in contrast to the former, which is stagnant considering the degree of 

relevance of the past to the present in constructing such memories. In other words, the dormant 

past contained in history can be transformed into a living factor in the present by the collective 

memory. Furthermore, Halbwachs introduced a different notion of various forms of the past – 

��������������������������������������������������������
4 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, trans. and ed. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992), 38.  
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autobiographical memory, historical memory, history and collective memory. He explains 

autobiographical memory as the memory of events that we ourselves experience while historical 

memory is what reaches us only through historical records. Experiences in the latter case are 

surely constructed by each individual’s group memberships. By the same token, history is the 

remembered past to which people do not have an organic relation any more, while collective 

memory is the one active past which is still vigorously functioning in the formation of a people’s 

current identity. This is why Halbwachs stressed the importance of society in constructing 

collective memories. People can choose what they want to immerse themselves in from the past. 

Because characters of the past cannot be acquainted in person and they were often presented in 

many different ways depending on the situation, it has to be the society that heavily influences 

people’s recall of the past.5    

The study of collective memory is also analyzed through the notion of so-called 

“mnemohistory” which focuses on the past as it is remembered, rather than the past as itself. This 

approach is, therefore, necessarily tied to the theory of cultural transmission, which addresses 

history not just as one thing following another or as a series of events, but as an active process of 

making meaning through time, “the ongoing work of reconstructive imagination”6 [emphasis 

added]. In his expanded research on mnemohistory, Jan Assmann tries to explain the relation 

between collective memory and cultural identity. By distinguishing cultural memory from 

“communicative” or “everyday” memory, he strongly argues that the former is the one that more 

heavily influences the formation of cultural identity. The basic difference between 

communicative memory and cultural memory, according to Assmann, is that cultural memory is 
��������������������������������������������������������
5 Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, 50.  
 
6 Jan Assmann, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1997), 9.  
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characterized by its distance from the everyday, while communicative memory is characterized 

by its proximity to the everyday.  Communicative memory is similar to the exchanges in an oral 

culture or the memories of collected through oral history. Cultural memory is, however, 

characteristically materialized and presented as fixed forms in order to stress group members’ 

cultural identity. Besides the concretion of identity, Assmann also takes its capacity to 

reconstruct as an important function of cultural memory. Citing Halbwachs, Assmann again 

stresses its reconstructional capacity. He states that no memory can preserve the past, and what 

remains is only that which the society in each era can reconstruct within its contemporary frame 

of reference. Therefore, cultural memory works by reconstructing, and it always relates its 

knowledge to an actual and contemporary situation.7 Although it is true that a lot of materials 

recording the past are still available to the people of a later period who are engaged in 

reconstructing historical memory, the degree to which their contemporary situation affects their 

selection and usage of those materials cannot be underestimated. Depending on their main 

arguments about the same historical events, individual historians and authors are able to 

specifically focus on only partial aspects of those events as recorded in the available material; 

therefore, many collective memory scholars strongly argue that it is impossible for societies to 

remember in any other way than through their constituents’ memories.8  

Since the main issue of collective memory is its reflection in real societies, most work on 

collective memory is closely tied to the discussion of nationalism in modern scholarship. When 

nation first appeared in history has been an issue discussed by many scholars, and they generally 

��������������������������������������������������������
7 Jan Assmann, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” trans. John Czaplicka, New German Critique, no. 65. 
(Spring-Summer 1995): 130.  
 
8 The notion of “collected” memory instead of “collective” memory by Young reflects the awareness of personal 
influence in building memories. (James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust, Memorials and Meaning 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), XI.  
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agree that it was in the modern era, more specifically, since the eighteenth century that 

nationhood began to occupy people’s minds. Ernest Gellner indicates that the unity of state with 

its centralized power and industrial capitalism in Europe led to the formation of 

nations/nationalism. The reason why Gellner strongly argues that nation is a political unit that 

emerged in the modern world is that he believed literacy was essential to the citizens who formed 

the backbone of the rise of nation and nationalism. According to Gellner, only a person 

possessing literacy is able to claim and exercise his rights and also attain a level of affluence and 

a lifestyle compatible with current notions of human dignity.9 Therefore, it is the need of modern 

societies for cultural homogeneity that creates nationalism rather than the power of ideas that act 

as a homogenizing force in history. This is why nationalism is sociologically rooted in modernity, 

Gellner argues. This view of nations/nationalism as a modern product is generally supported by 

other scholars. By stating that the modern sense of nation did not appear until the eighteenth 

century, Eric Hobsbawm defines nations/nationalism just like Gellner does, by arguing that it 

basically requires the unity of a political and a national unit in the discussion. Nation is not a 

primary or an unchanging social unit here. Rather, he strongly argues that it appears in a 

historically recent period in a particular situation. Its status as a social entity can be confirmed 

only insofar as it relates to a certain kind of modern territorial state, the “nation-state.” Therefore, 

it would be meaningless to discuss nations/nationality without relating to them to a nation-state 

in Hobsbawm’s analysis.10 On the other hand, Benedict Anderson maintains that it is the role of 

print capitalism that accounts for the formation of modern nationalism. Through the accessibility 

of printed materials such as newspapers, the masses were finally able to rethink their identities in 

��������������������������������������������������������
9 Ernest Gellner, Thought and Change (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964).   
 
10 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 3-10.  
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certain communities.11 The difference between Anderson and Gellner is that the former puts 

more emphasis on imagination in the rise of nationalism. Rather than thinking of it as fabricated, 

Anderson argues, we should understand national distinctiveness in terms of the style of 

imagination and the institutions that make it possible.  

Meanwhile, most scholars generally agree that nation/nationalism is a “modern novelty.” 

Some scholars have explored the possibility that its features can be traced back to the pre-

modern period,12 and some analogies of modern nationalism have been presented to explain 

precursors they see in the pre-modern era. John Armstrong argues that modern nations should be 

understood not as something unprecedented but as products of a longer cycle of ethnic 

resurgence and decline over the longue durée. Such ethnic identities should not be regarded in 

the manner of nationalists as fixed essences, but as mutable and fluctuating.13 Regarding the 

perennialists’ claim that the nation is a recurrent form of social organization and nationalism is a 

perennial mode of cultural belonging, Anthony Smith states that the history of earlier epochs 

must be read in light of the nationalist present. Despite his conviction that the majority of nations 

and nationalisms emerged in the modern world inaugurated by the French and American 

Revolutions, Smith also contends that there are pre-modern precursors of modern nations and 

explains the “ethnic” basis of nations by listing six attributes: 1) an identifying name or emblem; 

2) a myth of common ancestry; 3) shared historical memories and traditions; 4) one or more 

��������������������������������������������������������
11 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New York: 
Verso, 1991).  
 
12 Hobsbawm notes that single criteria such as language or ethnicity or a combination of criteria like language, 
common territory, common history, and cultural traits have been adopted to establish objective criteria for 
nationhood. Although he pointed out all the attempts at extracting an objective definition of “nationhood” have 
failed, Hobsbawm himself is also aware the possible influence of these features on the emergence of the notions of 
nation and nationalism. See Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, 5.   
 
13 John Armstrong, Nations before Nationalism (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1982).  
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elements of common culture; 5) a link with an historic territory or “homeland”; and 6) a measure 

of solidarity, at least among élites.14 Although these pre-modern communities with collective 

historical memories, called “ethnic communities” or “ethnies” by Smith are distinguished from 

modern nations, he himself acknowledges that most nations have been formed around these 

ethnic communities.  

Interestingly enough, the existence of “precursors” of modern nations presented by 

modernist scholars for East Asian countries such as Korea, China and Japan in the pre-modern 

period strongly suggest that collective historical memories would be better examined in the 

histories of these countries, which all have “long” histories, and that those memories have even 

survived dynastic changes throughout their histories. Partha Chatterjee has shown that cultural 

national identity already existed in India prior to British colonial rule, and this cultural identity 

developed into the foundation of the nationalist movement in India without being closely related 

to the colonial regime.15 Prasenjit Duara also admits the possibility of existence of a pseudo-

nation in pre-modern China even though modern nationalism in China followed a similar track to 

the Western model.16 Possibilities of proto-nationalism in Korean history have already been 

suggested by some scholars as well. John Duncan keenly points out such possibilities in applying 

models suggested by Hobsbawm. Citing four attributes featured in modern nationalism – 

language, ethnicity, religion, and a lasting political entity – he argues that the sense of Korean 

identity with a large collectivity could be confirmed as early as hundreds years ago in Korean 

��������������������������������������������������������
14 Anthony Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 12-14.  
 
15 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993).   
 
16  Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995).  
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history.17  In addition, JaHyun Kim Haboush noted that the ritual controversy during the 

seventeenth century of Chosŏn (Чʂ) was reflective of the formation of new identity among 

Chosŏn literati following the conquest of Ming (ƨ) China by the “barbarian” Manchus in the 

mid-seventeenth century. Because they had considered China an ultimate model for their state, it 

was necessary for them to rearrange their perspectives on the world, including questions about 

their identity: were they the preservers of Cheng-Zhu orthodoxy or were they products of a 

mixture of indigenous and Confucian tradition?18  

In the discussion of collective memory or historical identity in Korean history, Koreans’ 

perception of Koguryŏ specifically offers a lab for further research on pre-modern collective 

historical memory. Considering the aforementioned six attributes presented by Smith, it is certain 

that Koguryŏ and its memories should not be neglected in the discussion of collective memories 

in pre-modern Korean history. Although the name “Korea” is commonly believed to be derived 

from the Koryŏ (�Ŕ) dynasty, it was Koguryŏ that used Koryŏ as the official title of its 

kingdom. There is evidence showing that people of Koguryŏ actually called their kingdom 

Koryŏ instead of Koguryŏ, and officials of the Koryŏ dynasty also stated that they adopted their 

state name from Koguryŏ.19 Therefore, the name “Korea” evinces an unquestionable connection 

to this old kingdom that officially ended in 668. In addition, the name of a historic Koguryŏ 

figure, Ŭlchi Mundŏk (Πџǅğ; fl. late sixth-early seventh century), has been adopted for one 

of the main boulevards in Seoul, the capital of South Korea, and for one of the main national 

��������������������������������������������������������
17 John Duncan, “Proto-nationalism in Premodern Korea,” in Perspectives on Korea, ed. Sang-Oak Lee and Duk-
Soo Park (Sydney: Wild Peony, 1998), 198-221.   
 
18 JaHyun Kim Haboush, “Constructing the Center: The Ritual Controversy and the Search for a New Identity in 
Seventeenth-Century Korea,” in Culture and the State in Late Chosŏn Korea, ed. Martina Deucler and JaHyun Kim 
Haboush (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 1999), 87.  
 
19 Koryŏsa (�ŔɁ), 94:4. “…˹½і�´Ŕњº̈. �Ճ�ŔįӶ̏…”   
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defense exercises of the country, while an astronomical chart used by Koguryŏ appears on one of 

the main bills of Korean currency today. Secondly, the myth of Chumong (чƷ), the legendary 

founder of Koguryŏ and his connection to Tan’gun (ďÀ), the legendary figure with whom 

Korean history assertedly began, also meets the condition mentioned by Smith. Although only 

Samguk yusa (ɛ½ΔȾ; a thirteen century text) recorded Chumong as a son of Tan’gun, 

Koguryŏ is considered to have had a close historical tie with Old Chosŏn (Ko Chosŏn, |Чʂ), 

which was established by Tan’gun, and most of this connection is probably based on the fact that 

Koguryŏ’s territory overlapped that of Old Chosŏn. No matter whether Chumong was a direct 

descendant of Tan’gun or not, what is important is that people did not show any serious 

objection to that belief given that Tan’gun has been unquestionably considered the common 

ancestor of the Korean people. Therefore, Koguryŏ’s historical memory can be even more 

consolidated through the discourse of a myth of common ancestry for the Korean people in terms 

of people’s belief in the historical connection between Tan’gun and Chumong. The 

announcement of the excavation of the so-called Tan’gun tomb by the North Korean government 

in the 1990s demonstrates once again how the myth of Tan’gun can help keep Koguryŏ 

memories strong today.  

The memories most Korean people have about Koguryŏ are arguably about its military 

strength. In fact, Koguryŏ’s victories against foreign forces, especially the Sui (ʺ) and Tang 

from China, are often cited by Koreans when they are asked about their knowledge of this 

ancient kingdom. Their almost unanimous response regarding Koguryŏ’s victories is very worthy 

of discussion in terms of collective memories because it is only possible under the circumstances 

in which every member of an entity shares historical memories. It is no coincidence that 

Koguryŏ has been consistently cited whenever military strength is stressed in Korean history. In 
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other words, Koguryŏ’s military success is considered a very proud example of Korean strength 

by the people of Korea, and this is why the history of Koguryŏ has been recorded in various 

Korean historical accounts since the twelfth century Samguk sagi (ɛ½Ɂñ), which was 

compiled by Kim Pu-sik (÷șˢ, 1075-1151), a person with a very strong pro-Silla perspective.  

Additionally, customs and arts believed to have originated from Koguryŏ are still found 

in contemporary Korea, and Koguryŏ’s cultural legacy has never been questioned or excluded 

from “Korean” culture since its demise. Ondol, a traditional heating system for houses that is still 

commonly in use in Korea, is believed to have been designed by Koguryŏ people, and yut, a 

traditional game played by Koreans, is also believed to have a Koguryŏ origin. Koguryŏ 

attributes in Korean culture are also found in food. Pulgogi, a Korean style of barbeque, and 

ch’ŏnggukchang, a fast-fermenting bean paste, are two examples widely believed to show 

Koguryŏ origins. As early as the third century, ch’ŏnggukchang appeared in a Chinese document 

as a “foreign” gourmet food,20 and its smell was described as the “scent of Koryŏ” by the 

Chinese author. The claim that pulgogi originated from Koguryŏ appeared in the early twentieth 

century. Although a soaring interest in Koguryŏ under Japanese rule likely helped the argument 

that pulgogi is an example of Koguryŏ culinary culture, it is certain that there were still some 

features in the Korean people’s diet that could still be easily connected to Koguryŏ.    

Another important aspect in the discussion of Koguryŏ memories lies in its old territory, 

which covered both the northern half of the Korean Peninsula and much of Manchuria. Since 

Koguryŏ was defeated by the Silla-Tang alliance in 668, Manchuria has never been under the 

��������������������������������������������������������
20 It was recorded as si (豉 , Ch. chi) in various documents including the Bo wu zhi (ǔǉѝ). Besides the Bowu zhi, 
the Xin Tang shu (˦ĕɰ) also recorded it as a famous local product of Parhae (ǟԘ). It appeared in the Samguk 
sagi as an item for a royal wedding.  
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direct control of Korean people.21 It does not mean, however, that they forgot Koguryŏ’s traces 

in that region by any means. On the contrary, their memories of Koguryŏ’s old territory appear 

consistently throughout Korean history, and their image of Koguryŏ’s territory is not limited 

only to Manchuria. After Chosŏn replaced Koryŏ, the Liaodong (űĸ) region emerged as a 

volatile issue causing serious tension between Chosŏn and Ming. Although both sides somehow 

managed to avoid a serious clash, the officials of the Chosŏn court expressed the legitimacy of 

their claim for that region by stating that it was part of the old Koguryŏ territory in their 

anthologies. As long as Koguryŏ was believed to be one of the kingdoms in Chosŏn’s history, 

Liaodong was necessarily a topic in the memories of Koguryŏ through the Chosŏn dynasty. In 

addition, it is the region to which Yi Sŏng-gye (ƃʌv, 1335-1408; r. 1392-1398 as King T’aejo 

(ӜЫ), the first king of the Chosŏn dynasty), was closely tied, during his process of seizing 

political power; therefore, Koguryŏ, as the state that had once controlled Liaodong, cannot be 

neglected in underscoring the legitimacy of the new Chosŏn dynasty. The most obvious image of 

the old Koguryŏ territory as “homeland” [koto, �Ӡ] can be found in the perspective on 

Manchuria in Korean history. It was from the late nineteenth century through the colonial period 

that Koguryŏ’s territory ascended to the level of “homeland” among the Korean people, even 

though memories of its control of Manchuria had never been forgotten among Koreans. Facing 

various imminent threats from outside and colonization by Japan, Manchuria became the first 

destination for Korean nationalists who tried to organize anti-Japanese movements, and their stay 

in the old Koguryŏ territory necessarily deepened their Koguryŏ memories, which mostly 

centered on its military success against foreign oppressions. Both Japanese colonization and the 

��������������������������������������������������������
21 Although Parhae (698-926) is mentioned by some Korean scholars as the last dynasty in Korean history that 
controlled Manchuria, its influence in the collective memories of the Korean people is minimal compared to that of 
Koguryŏ. In addition, there is still ongoing debate regarding Parhae’s historical identity among Korean, Chinese and 
Russian scholars.  



� �� 

newly introduced nationalism resulting from the colonization undoubtedly helped Koguryŏ’s old 

territory acquire a new status in Korean history as a “homeland.” What is more important in the 

discussion of homeland for Koguryŏ memories is that this recognition is not just limited to the 

physical location of Koguryŏ. Among the Neo-Confucian literati of the Chosŏn dynasty, the true 

value of Koguryŏ lay at its connection to the Kija (ïύ, Ch. Jizi) tradition. They believed that 

Kija fled to Old Chosŏn at the time of the fall of China’s Shang dynasty and that he linked 

Tan’gun to Chumong in the line of leadership in Manchuria and the northern Korean peninsula. 

Koguryŏ memories possibly connected to the figure of Kija among the Neo-Confucian literati of 

Chosŏn, who had bestowed on themselves a holy status as the guardians of the “last bastion of 

Confucian civilization,” should not be ignored by any means, and the Chosŏn kings’ regular 

visits to, and interest in, the shrines for Tan’gun, Kija, and Chumong reveal their strong 

connection to Koguryŏ memories. In other words, they certainly tried to seek some solidarity 

with the Neo-Confucian literati by remembering Koguryŏ in terms of the Kija tradition. 

Considering the examples summarized above, it is apparent that memories of Koguryŏ meet all 

requirements presented by Smith, and provides fertile ground for further exploration of the role 

pre-modern collective memories have played in the formation of modern nationalism.  

 

In this dissertation, I will show how Koguryŏ and memories of Koguryŏ have been 

constructed and reconstructed throughout the past one thousand years. I will examine how later 

Korean elites and states imagined themselves to have political, cultural, and ethnic lineages that 

connected them to the ancient kingdom. Each period I analyze here confirms that Koguryŏ 

memories in all three lineages have survived until now, and they eventually had a deep influence 

on the emergence of modern nationalism in Korea in the twentieth century. In the second chapter, 
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I will begin with the various traces of Koguryŏ memories during the Koryŏ dynasty. In contrast 

to the conventional view, which assumes that Koguryŏ was overshadowed by Silla from the 

Koryŏ period until the Mongol invasions in the thirteenth century, I contend that Koryŏ literati 

never lost their Koguryŏ memories, and their recognition of their connection to Koguryŏ is 

confirmed in all three aspects, political, cultural and ethnic. Both Buddhism and the Neo-

Confucianism introduced in the late Koryŏ period will be examined to show how they helped 

preserve Koguryŏ memories through the Koryŏ dynasty. Also, I will examine how Koguryŏ 

operated within the notion of the Samhan (ɛԑ) to represent Korean identity. Whereas Koguryŏ 

is generally excluded from the Samhan today, Koryŏ literati apparently included Koguryŏ in the 

discourse of the Samhan, which arguably accounts for the structure of their collective memories. 

The chapter on the early Chosŏn period will show how Koguryŏ memories appeared 

from the late fourteenth century dynastic transition through the sixteenth century. In spite of the 

dynastic change from Koryŏ to Chosŏn, there were no significant changes inside the ruling class. 

Although some traditionally powerful families of the late Koryŏ period did fall during the 

transition, the Neo-Confucian literati who seized power in early Chosŏn had already acquired 

quite significant political power well before 1392. What had more influence on the appearance of 

Koguryŏ memories in this period were the tensions between two new states – Chosŏn and Ming 

– and the struggles inside the Chosŏn court rather than dynastic change itself. Until Chosŏn and 

Ming firmly established a peaceful relationship, the Koguryŏ memories held by Chosŏn literati 

could be viewed by Ming as a possible threat of irredentism. Even after the two sides managed to 

trust each other somehow, Koguryŏ memories were highlighted in order to support the political 

reform initiated by the Chosŏn king. With Ming’s tacit consent, Koguryŏ memories, especially in 

terms of military strength, were now more emphasized in Chosŏn. Therefore, this chapter will 
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mainly examine how Koguryŏ memories were related with both international and domestic 

political situation.  

The fourth chapter deals with Koguryŏ memories during the change in the intellectual 

circumstances in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Chosŏn. A series of invasions by the 

Japanese and the Jurchen (Manchus) from the late sixteenth century through the 1630s resulted 

in significant changes in many aspects of Chosŏn society. Chosŏn was astonished by the 

weakness of Ming during the Imjin War, and its collapse following the surge of the Manchu Qing 

(Ҧ) was nothing short of causing serious turmoil among Chosŏn literati. While claiming Chosŏn 

was the “last bastion of civilization,” a group of Neo-Confucian literati in Chosŏn tried hard to 

emphasize their superiority against Qing. In their perspective, Qing did not contain any true 

value in spite of its having replaced Ming; Chosŏn, therefore, should preserve the splendid 

tradition that originated with Kija and remain noble after Ming’s demise. As a result, Koguryŏ 

memories in term of its relationship to Kija had to be stressed by them in the seventeenth century. 

Meanwhile, a new intellectual trend of focusing more on practicality also appeared gradually 

among literati from the mid-seventeenth century. Those who were interested in this new trend 

tried to analyze issues, and they certainly contributed to expanding their knowledge of Koguryŏ 

through their research. The many new claims regarding Chumong and Koguryŏ itself that they 

argued have helped various Koguryŏ memories remain vivid among the literati’s minds. The 

appearance of Koguryŏ memories in the discourse of conventional Neo-Confucian literati and in 

the materials produced by the so-called Practical Learning [ˮԌ] scholars will be examined in 

detail in this chapter.  

It was from the late nineteenth century through the colonial period that Koguryŏ 

memories finally became tied to the notion of nationalism in Korean history. Facing a series of 
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imminent threats from the outside, Chosŏn was gradually exposed to nationalism, and its 

resonance was amplified even more by the Japanese colonization. Because most modern 

nationalisms were based on resistance against suppression by others, it was not a coincidence 

that modern Korean nationalism emerged quickly in the wake of Japanese colonization and 

Koguryŏ memories attracted more attention from Korean nationalists. Koguryŏ’s maintenance of 

its sovereignty until the end by defeating strong enemies such as the Sui and the Tang offered a 

perfect model to Korean nationalists for the independence movements, and their experience in 

Manchuria after they fled helped them discuss Koguryŏ memories more often. Quite 

interestingly, not just Korean nationalists but also Japanese scholars were interested in this 

ancient kingdom. Despite the fact that most of the interest from Japanese personnel was 

stimulated by the need to justify their colonization of Korea, their research on Koguryŏ helped its 

memories not just to survive but also to be rejuvenated during the colonial period. The way in 

which Koguryŏ memories were dealt with and cited, by both Korean nationalists and Japanese 

scholars – plus how those memories were adapted at the dawn of modern Korean nationalism – 

will be discussed.  

Finally, the discussion of Koguryŏ memories has entered a whole new stage in the last 

few decades. After liberation in 1945, Korea became divided into two different regimes and their 

confrontation is still ongoing. Obviously, Koguryŏ memories matter in the national division 

because most of the old Koguryŏ remains and sites belong to North Korea. It is true that Silla 

was emphasized somewhat more than Koguryŏ (and Paekche) in South Korea in the 1960s, when 

North Korea tried to utilize their almost complete monopoly on Koguryŏ remains in order to 

propagandize its regime in the competition with the South. In terms of building collective 

memories, Koguryŏ memories arguably appeared stronger in the North until the early 1980s. 
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Since the 1980s, however, the controversies about Koguryŏ and its memories were recentered 

from between the two Koreas to Korea vs. China. The Chinese concern about the rising interest 

in Koguryŏ inside both North and South Korea finally resulted in a national project that attempts 

to incorporate Koguryŏ into Chinese history, and this has drawn a furious response from the 

Korean people. The almost unanimous reaction of Koreans against the Chinese claim proves how 

firmly Koguryŏ has been rooted in the collective memories of Korean people. In this final 

chapter, I will examine the ongoing controversies between Korea and China regarding historical 

identity of Koguryŏ, and try to analyze their connection to the collective memory while seeking 

some hidden causes that are making this issue so volatile today.  

 

Arguably, the element of artifact, invention, and other social engineering should be 

highlighted in the process of the formation of nation, and collective memory is one of the key 

elements closely tied to it. It operates through people’s minds, and it is certain that, as Gellner 

states,  

…nation as a natural, God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent though long-
delayed political destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which sometimes takes pre-existing 
cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-
existing cultures.22  
 

As most scholars generally agree, nations do not make states and nationalism; rather, it is 

the other way round. It does not mean, however, that no collective memories existed before 

nations and nationalism appeared in history. Even long before modern notions of nation and 

nationalism emerged, collective memory already existed and has clearly been functioning 

throughout history, as shown by the case of Koguryŏ memories in Korean history. As suggested 

by Halbwachs, society unquestionably plays a main role in the construction of collective 

��������������������������������������������������������
22 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 48-49.   
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memory, and it is also true that social aspects produced in the modern era helped collective 

identity emerge in many occasions. It is not my intention here to deny those relationships 

between the construction of a sense of collectivity and the characteristics of a modern nation. I 

do agree with some of the points presented in the claims of modernists like Gellner and 

Anderson. What I would rather argue is that the memories of Koguryŏ can be analyzed in the 

modern discourse of collective memory even though its inaugural appearance was long before 

the emergence of nationalism, which has been discussed since the eighteenth century. In other 

words, although contributing to the formation of Korean nationalism from the late nineteenth 

through the twentieth centuries, Koguryŏ memories have been sustained among Korean people, 

at least among literati and intellectuals, since the tenth century, and they just have emerged 

differently depending on the social environment at a given point in Korean history. This is why I 

will try to review the people’s perspectives on Koguryŏ in different periods since its memory 

first appeared in the tenth century. It is apparent that Koguryŏ also fits very well with the six 

characteristics of the precursors of a modern nation postulated by Smith, and with the uniqueness 

in Korean history that was also suggested by Hobsbawm in his discussion of nationalism. I 

strongly believe that this examination of Koguryŏ memories using the approaches set forth by 

Halbwachs, Smith, and others will help us understand the path from collective memory to the 

development of nationalism in Korean history and, further understand the current controversies 

between Korea and China regarding the historical ownership of this ancient kingdom. I hope my 

research on how Koguryŏ memories have been constructed, re-constructed, and deployed over 

time will provide a useful model for further discussion of collective memory during the pre-

modern period, not only in Korea but also in other countries with long traditions of centralized 

rule and historical writings such as China and Japan.   
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Chapter Two  

 

Construction of Koguryŏ Lineages 

in Historical Memories during Koryŏ  

 

Introduction  

Much research has been done on the question of whether Koryŏ saw itself as the 

successor to Koguryŏ or Silla, and scholars generally agree that both Koguryŏ and Silla had 

some degree of influence on the formation of historical consciousness during the Koryŏ period. 

The general consensus has been that Koguryŏ loomed large in early Koryŏ, only to be displaced 

by Silla once Koryŏ was well established.23 My purpose in this chapter, however, is not to revisit 

the issue of Silla versus Koguryŏ succession in the Koryŏ dynasty. Rather I am interested in how 

Koguryŏ was remembered by Koryŏ literati and how their memories of Koguryŏ developed as 

part of their collective identity, not just in early Koryŏ, but throughout that dynasty. Although it 
��������������������������������������������������������
23 Yi U-sŏng argued that Koguryŏ successionship was dominant from the beginning until the mid-twelfth century 
when the Samguk sagi was compiled. See Yi U-sŏng, “Samguk sagi ŭi kusŏng kwa Koryŏ wangjo ŭi chŏngt’ong 
ŭisik,” (The Formation of the Samguk sagi and the Koryŏ Dynasty’s Consciousness of Legitimacy) Chindan hakpo 
38 (1974): 203-207. Ha Hyŏn-gang introduced the so-called dual succession of both Koguryŏ and Silla, in which the 
former was emphasized for the purpose of the international relationship while the latter was adopted for domestic 
issues. See Ha Hyŏn-gang, “Koryŏ sidae ŭi yŏksa kyesŭng ŭisik,” (On the Idea of Historical Succession in the 
Koryŏ Period) Ewha sahak yŏn’gu 8 (1975): 12-20. While agreeing with Ha on dual sucession, Kim Ŭi-gyu explains 
the Koryŏ people’s stronger desire toward chunghwa (��, Ch. zhonghua), the “civilized sphere,” rather than 
irredentism, was probably the reason for their dual succession. See Kim Ŭi-gyu, “Consciousness of Inheriting 
History in the Early Koryŏ Period,” Korea Journal 23:7 (July 1983): 18-26. Meanwhile, Michael Rogers argues that 
although Silla sucession was obvious from the beginning, the Koguryŏ legacy started appearing gradually as Koryŏ 
realized the necessity of emphasizing aboriginal features such as Buddhist and Taoist beliefs and practices in order 
to equalize radical irredentism, particularly after quelling the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion in 1136. See Michael Rogers, 
“P’yŏnnyŏn T’ongnok: The Foundation Legend of the Koryŏ State,” The Journal of Korean Studies 4 (1982-1983): 
3-72 and “National Consciousness in Medieval Korea: The Impact of Liao and Chin on Koryŏ,” in China among 
Equals, ed. Morris Rossabi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 151-172. I, however, believe that the 
military regime did not influence the rise of interest in Koguryŏ, and rather Buddhism and Confucianism contributed 
to expanding the meaning of Koguryŏ. I will explain this in detail in the latter part of this chapter.   
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is obvious that Koryŏ literati saw Koguryŏ as a part of their history, how their perceptions of 

Koguryŏ played out in the construction of collective identity has hardly been analyzed.  

In this chapter, I will examine how Koryŏ literati linked their kingdom to Koguryŏ by 

constructing three different lineages – political, cultural, and ethnic. First, I will begin with the 

issue of the state name “Koryŏ” and discuss how Koguryŏ was incorporated into a “Korean” 

political lineage during the Koryŏ period. Although Koryŏ directly followed Silla and adapted 

many old Silla rules and customs in order to attain and maintain stability in the transition, Koryŏ 

kings and literati were certainly aware that Koguryŏ was also a part of their history like Silla and 

Paekche. Their recognition of Koguryŏ must have had some ties to their memories of this 

previous kingdom, and it is certain that memories of Koguryŏ in the realm of Koryŏ politics 

persisted regardless of whether the ruling class purposefully utilized them or not. Second, I will 

review Koryŏ literary collections in order to examine literati perspectives on Koguryŏ. It is clear 

that Koryŏ literati considered Koguryŏ writers as a part of their literary tradition, and this 

perspective was taken over by Confucian literati in the early Chosŏn period. Therefore, its 

cultural lineage arguably helped historical memories of Koguryŏ remain strong during the 

dynastic change between Koryŏ and Chosŏn. Finally, I will discuss the discourse of the Samhan 

– “Three Han” i.e., Mahan (Ɛԑ), Pyŏnhan (ǹԑ), and Chinhan (Ѱԑ) – as an effort to 

construct an ethnic lineage that included Koguryŏ. The notion of the Samhan has recently 

attracted scholarly attention as an expression of a collective identity in pre-modern Korea. In 

contrast to conventional scholarship, in which Koguryŏ is thought to have been excluded from 

the Samhan while Paekche and Silla are undoubtedly considered to be included, there was 

obvious evidence that makes it possible to discuss Koguryŏ in the Koryŏ discourse of the 

Samhan as well. My review of the historical evidence showing Koguryŏ’s ties to the Samhan will 
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provide the historical foundation of the construction of Koguryŏ’s ethnic lineage in Korean 

history. Therefore, I will review how Koguryŏ was incorporated into the Samhan and focus on 

how the ties between Koguryŏ and the Samhan were embodied in the historical memories of the 

Koryŏ literati.24  

 

I. Connecting to the Ancestor Kingdom as the Original Koryŏ   

One of the most urgent tasks facing Wang Kŏn (͒W, King T’aejo (ӜЫ) of Koryŏ, 877-

943; r. 918-943) after he established his new regime was to provide historical legitimacy to his 

new state. Because Silla surrendered without any major conflict, Wang Kŏn did not have to 

worry about claiming legitimacy in the line of Silla. He actually treated the last king and the 

ruling class of Silla very well25 and allowed them to maintain many of their privileges in the new 

state. It was not so simple, however, to establish a political lineage that related to Koguryŏ, 

especially after deposing Kung-ye (Æ̀, ?-918), who had publicly proclaimed the resurrection 

of Koguryŏ, then subsequently changed the name of his kingdom to Majin (ƎѴ) and T’aebong 

(ӝȑ).26 Wang Kŏn, however, sought to gain political legitimacy by naming his kingdom Koryŏ, 

the aforementioned abbreviated name of Koguryŏ. His new kingdom was in the old lands of 

Koguryŏ, as was his birthplace in Songak (ʤ˺) known today as Kaesŏng (Nʉ). Wang Kŏn had 

no choice but to lay claim to the political heritage of Koguryŏ for his new state from the 

beginning, and it is very likely that naming his state Koryŏ was one of his attempts to convince 

��������������������������������������������������������
24 Remco Breuker sees the notion of Samhan as a supradynastical connotation that helped Koryŏ people hold 
collective identity. See Remco Breuker, “The Three in One, the One in Three: The Koryŏ Three Han as a Pre-
Modern Nation,” Journal of Inner and East Asian Studies 2, no. 2 (December 2005): 144-167.  
 
25 Koryŏsa, 2:9-10. “…Ǧ÷ȗ΂ЏˍͻӜύɜʔàŪҕɸ҆˨ņÅ, ɓњâйϑ並ʱŬ͠ɓϿŪ…”  
 
26 Samguk sagi, 50:3. “…͑ϑ˦łҧǾ̖ĕγө�´Ŕ, �Ӷ̏ºį¿΂ǂү. ͆ԅȂâ讎…”  
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the Koryŏ people of the historical continuity of the two states.27 It is also very possible that 

people in northern Silla still remembered Koguryŏ in the tenth century, and both Kung-ye and 

Wang Kŏn probably tried to utilize their remaining memories of the old kingdom in order to gain 

support in this region. For example, Pak Chig-yun (ǕѧΚ), who helped Wang Kŏn establish the 

Koryŏ dynasty while residing in P’yŏngju (Ӷц) near Songak, was represented with a Koguryŏ 

title, Taemodal (ĚƮđ), on his tomb tablet even though he was also represented as a descendant 

of Pak Hyŏkkŏse (ǕԨPʒ), the first king of Silla.28 Taemodal had been the highest military 

position in Koguryŏ, and it is believed that it had been revived by autonomous local strongmen 

in the northern region during the late Silla period. The use of this title for Pak in P’yŏngju 

strongly implies that some Koguryŏ features still remained and appealed to the local community 

in the tenth century.  

Since a very effective way to claim political legitimacy is to emphasize a geographical 

location shared with the previous regime, any lingering memories of Koguryŏ in this area would 

have made it less difficult for Wang Kŏn to begin building a political lineage from Koguryŏ. This 

strategy is still often used to emphasize historical ties in consolidating a new regime. As Eviatar 

Zerubavel has keenly observed, the last Shah of Iran in 1971 managed to connect himself to 

��������������������������������������������������������
27 Recent scholarship argues that the name “Koryŏ” was actually used by people of Koguryŏ, and they even changed 
the official name of the kingdom to Koryŏ in the fifth century when King Changsu (ϡʫ͒, 394-491; r. 412-491) 
moved the capital to P’yŏngyang. See Chŏng Ku-bok,�“Koguryŏ ŭi Koryŏ kukho e taehan ilgo” (Research on State 
name of Koryŏ for Koguryŏ), Hosŏ sahak 19·20 (1992): 43-66; Pu Zhen-shi, “Chungwŏn Koguryŏ pi ŭi kŏllip 
yŏndae kojŭng” (Research on the Year of Chungwŏn Koguryŏ Stele), Koguryŏ yŏn’gu 10 (2000): 315-341. Although 
it will require further research to confirm this argument, the Samguk yusa records that “Koryŏ” was used by Kung-
ye for the name of his state when he rose to power in 901. See Samguk yusa, 1:27-28. “Æ̀…ǽѰįҟͲʉ…ЈɈ
κįʤ˺Ã. ˬΕӒ髙Ŕ<ύH½ՃƎѴ…” Not only Korean but also various Chinese documents record Koryŏ as 
the name for Koguryŏ. For details, see Pak Yong-un, Koryŏ ŭi Koguryŏ kyesŭng e taehan chonghapchŏk kŏmt’o (A 
Comprehensive Review on Koryŏ’s Awareness of Inheriting Koguryŏ) (Seoul: Ilchisa, 2006), 23-52.  
 
28 Kim Kwang-su, “Koryŏ cho ŭi Koguryŏ kyesŭng ŭisik kwa Ko Chosŏn insik” (Consciousness of Inheriting 
Koguryŏ and Awareness of Old Chosŏn in Koryŏ Period), Yŏksa kyoyuk 43 (1988): 93. “Ǖ˵њɼ{Ɗο̈. M˦ł
˔ЫԨPʒ̀̈. ˦łњu…ѧΚĚƮđɊPӶц…”  
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Persia’s first king, Cyprus – despite the fact that the Pahlavi dynasty actually extended back only 

one generation – by staging a public commemoration of the 2500th anniversary of the foundation 

of the Persian Empire among the ruins of the ancient city of Persepolis.29 Similarly, in 932, Wang 

Kŏn traveled to P’yŏngyang (Ӷ̏), the old capital of Koguryŏ, and revealed his plan to make it 

a capital even before unifying Silla and Later Paekche, a plan that was probably designed to link 

his new state with Koguryŏ.30 Building a political lineage between Koguryŏ and Koryŏ was not 

something easily done by just showing geographical identification. Unlike Silla, which was 

absorbed by Koryŏ peacefully, and thus had its laws and codes, which had been abolished by 

Kung-ye, reinstated in Koryŏ,31 the vanished kingdom of Koguryŏ required a more serious effort 

to revive and use its memories. Some modern scholars have interpreted Wang Kŏn’s generous 

acceptance of people from the fallen Parhae (ǟԘ, Ch. Pohai, 698-926) and his strong animosity 

against the Khitans as examples of his willingness to link his new state to Koguryŏ. Since Parhae 

has been seen as a direct successor to Koguryŏ by many Korean scholars, Wang Kŏn’s 

welcoming of the Parhae people is often taken as a vivid instance of justifying Koryŏ’s historical 

status as the heir of Koguryŏ.32 In addition, Wang granted the royal surname of Koryŏ to 

Parhae’s Crown Prince and allowed him to keep commemorating his own ancestors after he fled 

��������������������������������������������������������
29 Eviatar Zerubavel, Time Maps: Collective Memory and Social Shape of the Past (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003), 40-43.  
 
30 Koryŏsa, 2:2. “…ΐÁ˪͐q͎їɲeɊǒˮњ, ãȼќŕӶЋɛԑϚį̖Ѿ…”  
 
31 Ibid., 1:11. “…Û˯й˦łњИ…”  
 
32 Scholars arguing about Wang Kŏn’s strong consciousness of having inherited Koguryŏ through Parhae often 
emphasize the note in the Zizhi tongjian (ϓӆӣ;) which stated that Wang Kŏn called Parhae the “relative” state. 
(Zizhi tongjian, 285:4. “…�Ŕ͒W…ǜԘ˹Ոσ̈…[…ǜԘȏ͆ӎґњ½…Ԙȏ͆]”) It is, however, 
questionable whether Wang Kŏn’s Koryŏ was actually able to exercise strong anti-Khitan policy consistently out of 
this psychological tie with Parhae.  
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to Koryŏ.33 It is not clear, however, whether Wang Kŏn actually thought of Parhae as a successor 

state to Koguryŏ. Because it was Silla, the immediate predecessor of Koryŏ, that had actually 

defeated Koguryŏ and unified the Korean peninsula, it was probably difficult for Koryŏ’s ruling 

class to have a strong sense of “us” that was shared with refugees from Parhae based on 

purported common memories of Koguryŏ. Additionally, Silla’s attitude toward Parhae was not 

always cordial; therefore, we can not assume that the Koryŏ ruling class in the tenth century, 

which included many with old Silla ties, unanimously saw Parhae as the descendant of Koguryŏ, 

although the rulers of Parhae are known to have referred to themselves as the successors to 

Koguryŏ in diplomatic documents sent to Japan. What is certain in Wang Kŏn’s claim and 

behavior toward Parhae is that he was aware there was some room for him to take advantage of it 

in order to construct a Koguryŏ-Koryŏ political lineage that would help to stabilize his new state, 

and Koryŏ’s strong subsequent attempt to build a bridge between Koguryŏ and itself is 

confirmed by the consistent policies on this matter that were pursued by later kings.  

In fact, Koryŏ kings often showed their interest in commemoration ceremonies and 

shrines for King Tongmyŏng (ĸƨ͒, Chumong), the first king of Koguryŏ. For example, King 

Hyŏnjong (Ԯи, 992-1031; r. 1009-1031) added an honorary title to King Tongmyŏng’s shrine in 

P’yŏngyang in 1011,34 and ordered local magistrates in 1017 to repair shrines for the kings of 

Koguryŏ, Silla, and Paekche. He even forbade people to pass by on horseback.35 King Sukchong 

(ˁи, 1054-1105; r. 1095-1105) sent officials to King Tongmyŏng’s shrine in 1105 to perform a 
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33 Koryŏsa. 2:8. “…ǟԘ½ʒύĚ¢Ԯʢєʲƕŋӥ, ɓʊƦ͒yȤњиϴ…γȐâɏ…”  
 
34 Ibid., 4:9. “…!Ӷ̏Ʊƣ«̭ĮѤ̃ĸƨ͒ŀ˨ծՃ…”  
 
35 Ibid., 4:24. “…©�±Ŕ˦łǮН͒Ɓƻ�ŝʖϤцԬʩӆ, Üҭ棌, �ϑԇƐ…”  
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commemoration ceremony,36 and King Yejong (̼и, 1079-1122; r. 1105-1122) also sent officials 

to King Tongmyŏng’s shrine to commemorate him and to pray for victory in battle against the 

Jurchens.37 For King Tongmyŏng’s shrine to be treated as a holy place for prayers before national 

events such as war indicates that it was considered very important by the Koryŏ kings, who 

performed ceremonies regularly to pay tribute to King Tongmyŏng.38  

King Tongmyŏng was not the only figure from Koguryŏ whom Koryŏ people 

commemorated. According to Xu Jing’s (ɮá) Gaoli tujing (�Ŕġm), there was a shrine in 

Kaegyŏng (Ne) which people believed was built for Lady Yuhwa (ŷՐȘο), mother of King 

Tongmyŏng.39  Xu interestingly introduced the story of Chumong (King Tongmyŏng) and 

summarized Koguryŏ history before recording the genealogy of the Koryŏ royal household. 

Even more to the point, Xu added Wang Kŏn’s unification of the so-called “Later Three 

Kingdoms” in the tenth century to the end of his history of Koguryŏ,40 and Wang Kŏn’s family 

origins were traced back to Koguryŏ in the Gaoli tujing. Xu mentioned that the Wang family was 

from a large clan from Koryŏ (Koguryŏ), and had replaced the fallen Ko family.41 It is not clear, 

however, whether Xu linked Wang Kŏn to Koguryŏ just because he misunderstood these two 

Koryŏ states to be the same state. Although there are many criticisms of the incorrect information 
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36 Ibid., 63:23. “…ӯ͹<˧aɀОĸƨʐЙɐԥί幤…”  
 
37 Ibid., 13:3-4. “…aķѤҶǓͶȾԣi, ОӶ̏Ʊƣĸƨ˨ɐ…О҈ƁīǾҤ…”  
 
38 Ibid., 58:31. “…ĸƨ͒ƹ. […Ίɐͤ. �Ŕγ˙F̄̕ԝО, ɖƜ̥ŝâ�ԝО. ΤοѥÛΊȾҥī, 
ʒϸĸƨʐЙɐ]…” 
 
39 Gaoli tujing, 17:7. ĸ˨ɐ. “…ϽǢ͐ĸ˨ʐƭњĖ...ýȘ̤ҎԊ˨ÿ̈. γâɪчƷ΂�Ŕ˔Ы, �ɏњ…” 
 
40 Ibid., 1:1-4. ˔ȑ. “…чƷ…ѥչˑ�ʉλPϒՃ͐�´œς΂�γ˵λγ�Ŕ΂½…͒WÊѤ½Ⱦaɀω�ʹ
ʪϕγΊ½ͫ.”  
 
41 Ibid., 2:1. ͒˵. “͒˵њɼM�ŔĚв̈. ė�˵Џʨ½ογWԭʹ�ƍ΂Àϡ…”  
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recorded in Xu’s Gaoli tujing, his inclusion of Chumong in Koryŏ history and his mention of 

Wang Kŏn’s unification as the finale of Koguryŏ are strong indications that, by the mid-twelfth 

century, the Koryŏ ruling class was clearly aware of the benefits of being perceived as a part of 

Koguryŏ’s political lineage.  

The claim of Koguryŏ lineage in the political sphere became more evident in the 

compilation of the Samguk sagi in the mid-twelfth century. Despite being criticized harshly for 

his Silla-centric historiography,42 Kim Pu-sik included Koguryŏ as a part of Koryŏ history in his 

Samguk sagi. In its preface, Kim explained that he wrote the Samguk sagi because “our” history 

was less familiar to Koryŏ people than Chinese history,43 and he included not only Silla but also 

Koguryŏ and Paekche in the Annals. Besides including Koguryŏ in the Annals section, Kim used 

the first-person (“we/our” [˹ or ͆ο]) when narrating stories in the Annals of Koguryŏ, Silla, 

and Paekche.44 When stating relationships between Koguryŏ and the Chinese dynasties from Han 

(ԏ) to Tang, Kim consistently recorded from Koguryŏ’s perspective,45 and used �we” for 

Koguryŏ even in the situation of conflicts between Koguryŏ and Silla.46 This frequent use of 

first-person narration for Koguryŏ by Kim in relationship to others, including Silla, implies that 
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42 While considering the Myoch’ŏng (ƺҦ, ?-1135) Rebellion as one of the most crucial incidents in Korean history, 
Sin Ch’ae-ho strongly lamented its failure and criticized Kim for his Sino-centric attitude in his Chosŏn sanggosa 
(Ancient History of Chosŏn) and Chosŏnsa yŏn’gu ch’o. Recent scholarship, however, argues that Kim did not 
belittle Koguryŏ in his Samguk sagi in the comparison with Silla. See Ko Pyŏng-ik, “Samguk sagi e itsŏsŏ ŭi yŏksa 
sŏsul,” (Historiography in the Samguk sagi) Han’guk ŭi yŏksa insik (Seoul: Ch’angjak kwa pip’yŏngsa, 1976), 1: 
55-63. 
 
43 Tongmunsŏn (ĸǅʁ), 44:12-13. ѱɛ½ɁñӾ.  
 
44 Ko Pyŏng-ik, “Samguk sagi e itsŏsŏ ŭi yŏksa sŏsul,” 1: 59-60.  
 
45 Samguk sagi, 16:2. “…ԏԫ�ÃӜʬnƌŋӐ, ə˹ÂʲǮο…”; 21:7. “…ϯŚӻѿ…͆οϳƱ΂ŵ…Йa̓ж
…˹ÂŕϼȕÖ…” and 21:8. “…ȦȢ͙ɚ�̬ʫúȢ͙ɚ�Թѭʭ˹ÂýƘ6Ǿ…”  
 
46  Ibid., 19:1. “…˹Â̢˦łοϼ̖ɚʳњͰ…”; 20:2. “…Ԃє˹�…”; 20:14. “…Ӑ˦łȦǻӏѕʉ. 
˦łϚẤҗ̪њ, ϼ̖ӏѕʉ͔˹ǾӰ�…”  
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Koguryŏ’s political lineage had been generally accepted by the Koryŏ literati without question, 

including even those who possessed very strong Silla-centric historical perspectives such as Kim 

Pu-sik.  

Another strong piece of evidence showing Koryŏ’s awareness of Koguryŏ’s position in 

Koryŏ’s political lineage appears in the P’yŏnnyŏn t’ongnok (ӴĀӣŬ), written by Kim Kwan-

ŭi (÷�ά, fl. twelfth century). Although only partially recorded in the Koryŏsa (�ŔɁ) and 

other writings, the P’yŏnnyŏn t’ongnok confirmed the Koryŏ literati’s consistent effort to link 

Koguryŏ in order to consolidate its political legitimacy. According to this record, Wang Kŏn’s 

ancestor, Hogyŏng (Ղk) came down to the Puso Mountain (țʛɗ) area near Kaesŏng from 

Paekdu Mountain (ǭĻɗ), a locale in the center of the ancient Koguryŏ territory, while his 

grandfather also claimed to be a Koryŏ (Koguryŏ) person.47 It is believed that Kim wrote this in 

order to mollify some disaffected elements in this old Koguryŏ territory after the Myoch’ŏng 

(ƺҦ, ?-1135) Rebellion.48  

There is no doubt that the outbreak of the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion in the old Koguryŏ 

territory was a crucial incident during the Koryŏ period. It was a warning to the ruling class in 

the capital who had a strong pro-Silla perspective. They strongly felt the necessity to re-assert 

their political legitimacy after the rebellion was quelled. What they chose was to articulate their 

Koguryŏ lineage in the political sphere, instead of downplaying the Koguryŏ legacy. Including 
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47 Pak Han-sŏl, “Koryŏ wangsil ŭi kiwŏn” (The Origin of the Koryŏ Royal Family), Sach’ong 21·22 (1977): 103-
105.� 
 
48 Michael Rogers argued that what Kim Kwan-ŭi intended in writing the P’yŏnnyŏn t’ongnok was to reject the 
irredentism advocated by Myoch’ŏng and provide a rationalilzation for territorial self-sufficiency. According to 
Rogers, Kim Kwan-ŭi also championed Silla’s tradition in Koryŏ like Kim Pu-sik. Through the mid-twelfth century, 
Koryŏ understood the necessity to provide new national myth to shape its legitimate identity and to neutralize 
irredentists’ propaganda. See Michael Rogers, “P’yŏnnyŏn T’ongnok: The Foundation Legend of Koryŏ State,” 3-
72. Although Kim Kwan-ŭi basically possessed Silla-centered perspectives, his attempt to link Koguryŏ features to 
the origin of Koryŏ royal family implies that he also was aware of the importance of Koguryŏ in order to give Koryŏ 
legitimate status in Korean history.  
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Koguryŏ in the Annals section of the Samguk sagi and tracing the origin of the Koryŏ royal 

family to the center of Koguryŏ in the P’yŏnnyŏn t’ongnok after the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion both 

proved the Koryŏ literati’s determination to establish a political lineage from Koguryŏ. King 

Tongmyŏng was even referred as “Yejo” (̿Ы) in 1190.49 Since Yejo was used to refer to either 

an ancestor with excellent virtues or the first king of a dynasty, addressing King Tongmyŏng as 

Yejo appears to be a sign of the Koryŏ king’s acknowledgment of the importance of Koguryŏ in 

Koryŏ’s political heritage.  

Sŏ Hŭi’s (ɮս, 942-998) famous diplomatic victory over the Khitan invaders in 993 was 

possible because of this claim of a common political lineage with Koguryŏ which had begun 

even before Wang Kŏn completed unification. The Koryŏsa tells us that Sŏ was able to convince 

the Khitan general to withdraw during a meeting in which he argued that Koryŏ had a historical 

claim to the territory in what is now northwestern Korea because it was the successor to 

Koguryŏ.50 Some scholars who question the credibility of this episode argue that the anecdote 

was possibly fabricated later in order to emphasize Koryŏ’s historical tie with Koguryŏ.51 

Nonetheless, this episode appears not only in the Annals of the Koryŏsa, but also in Sŏ’s 

biography, and considering the long history of consistent attempts of the Koryŏ ruling class to 

establish a common political lineage from Koguryŏ, the depiction of Sŏ’s claim in the meeting 
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49  Koryŏsa, 63:23. “…aɀɲįО̿Ыƹ, ɲį̿Ыњʖպ̈…” Sŏgyŏng (ɲe, P’yŏngyang) was officially 
changed to Sŏdo (ɲį), the Western Capital by King Kwangjong (¢и, 925-975; r. 949-975) in 960. In order to 
strengthen royal authority, he renamed Kaegyŏng (Ne) to Hwangdo (՝į), the imperial city while also changing 
Sŏgyŏng to Sŏdŏ. Being aware of the historical meaning of P’yŏngyang as the old capital of Koguryŏ, the Koryŏ 
kings consistently showed their interest in the P’yŏngyang area. Although it is not clear whether �Yejo” means 
Chumong or Wang Kŏn here, Kim Kwang-su argues that it is more likely to mean Chumong because of the note of 
Sodŏ. See Kim, “Koryŏ cho ŭi Koguryŏ kyesŭng ŭisik kwa Ko Chosŏn insik,” 96.  
 
50 Koryŏsa, 94:4. “˹½і�´Ŕњº̈, �Ճ�ŔįӶ̏…”  
 
51 Michael Rogers, “National Consciousness in Medieval Korea: The Impact of Liao and Chin on Koryŏ,” 151-172; 
“Notes on Koryŏ’s Relations with Sung and Liao,” Chindan hakpo 71·72 (December 1991): 313.  
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with the Khitan general in 993 is sufficient by itself to prove that the Koryŏ literati had a strong 

historical consciousness of themselves and their kingdom as being connected to the lineage of 

Koguryŏ.� 

The emphasis on King Tongmyŏng and Sŏ Hŭi’s staking a claim to Koguryŏ territory in 

his talk with the Khitans, however, should not be considered examples of Koryŏ literati holding 

onto a strong historical consciousness of Koryŏ as the exclusive successor of Koguryŏ. The 

Koryŏ literati never by any means thought that Koguryŏ was the only legitimate preceding 

kingdom in their political ancestry. They obviously recognized that Silla, Koguryŏ, and Paekche 

were all parts of their history. This is why Kim Pu-sik included both Koguryŏ and Paekche in the 

Annals of the Samguk sagi. On the other hand, Kim did not record Parhae in his Samguk sagi, 

which implies that Kim had two different perspectives on Koguryŏ and Parhae. To Kim, 

Koguryŏ was obviously a part of Koryŏ history while Parhae was considered a foreign state that 

should be separated from the historical lineage of Koryŏ. Therefore, Koguryŏ was considered a 

part of Koryŏ’s history along with Silla and Paekche, even if it was not the dominant kingdom in 

the Koryŏ literati’s historical consciousness.  

Koryŏ’s claims of deriving its political lineage from Koguryŏ certainly became one of the 

key factors in its foreign relationships as well. Michael Rogers attributes the relatively trouble-

free relationship between Koryŏ and Jin (÷, Kor. Kŭm) to their shared memory of Koguryŏ. 

According to Rogers, Koryŏ and Jin had one important thing in common, which is that the 

founders of both states claimed a historical tie with ancient Koguryŏ. Because of this possibly 

shared ancestry, Koryŏ was able to maintain a better relationship with Jin than Liao (ű).52 It 
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52 Michael Rogers, “The Chinese World Order in Its Transmural Extension: The Case of Chin and Koryŏ,” Korean 
Studies Forum 4 (Spring-Summer 1978): 5-7. In addition to ties with Koguryŏ, Rogers also adds that suppressing 
such a strong irredentist movement with anti-Jin propoganda as the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion was another reason for the 
relatively smooth relationship between Koryŏ and Jin.  
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seems plausible that Koryŏ took advantage of this psychological closeness to maintain peace 

with Jin if we recall that the period of Jin’s rise overlapped with Koryŏ’s suppression of the 

Myoch’ŏng Rebellion. Later, Yi Sŭng-hyu (ƃ˒յ, 1224-1300) recorded that the Jin considered 

Koryŏ a state established by their ancestors.53 What is more important here is, however, that as 

late as the mid-twelfth century, Koryŏ’s effort to link itself politically to Koguryŏ was an on-

going project and possibly functioned as a diplomatic tool in easing tension with Jin at the 

northern border.  

Placing Koryŏ in the line of Koguryŏ descendants is also found in the Samguk yusa, by 

Iryŏn (φ̯, 1206-1289). Unlike Kim Pu-sik, Iryŏn included various small states that existed 

before the Three Kingdoms, including Old Chosŏn. What is interesting here is that Iryŏn 

introduced King Tongmyŏng as a son of Tan’gun (ČÀ) in a section on royal genealogies.54 

Considering that Iryŏn began his construction of a Koryŏ’s political lineage with Old Chosŏn, 

established by Tan’gun, it seems clear that Koguryŏ, as the successor to Tan’gun’s Chosŏn, was a 

key part of Koryŏ’s strategy of political legitimization. Furthermore, he directly connected 

Koguryŏ to Old Chosŏn by citing Chinese materials. At the end of the Old Chosŏn section, Iryŏn 

added a note about the origin of Koryŏ (Koguryŏ) through Kija, as stated by a Chinese scholar.55 

Although Iryŏn did not offer any extra explanation as to why he included a note about Koguryŏ 

there, this certainly indicates that Iryŏn was aware of the link between Tan’gun’s Old Chosŏn, 
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53 Chewang un’gi (Й͒ͭð), 1:15. “…�Υ΄˹Ȟƭԟ[÷ο˝ͫǃќ˨ɻÄɛԑȞƭԟKȕƛȏ̈]…”  
 
54 Samguk yusa, ͒Ŗ:1. “…ĸƨ͒…ʊ�ƦчƷ, φϔҺƷ, ČÀњύ…” It is not clear when and by whom 
Tan’gun was first recorded in Korean history. Lev R. Kontsevich argues it is very likely that Myoch’ŏng was the one 
who reconstructed the text of the Tan’gun myth in order to convince people to follow him during his day. See Lev R. 
Kontsevich, “Reconstructing the Text of the Tan’gun Myth and its Proper Names,” in Perspectives on Korea, ed. 
Sang-Oak Lee and Duk-Soo Park (Sydney: Wild Peony, 1998), 294-319.  
 
55 Ibid., 1:2. “…ĕǨ¸ϸͫ, �Ŕȏ~э½[ÛԘц], фγȑïύ΂Чʂ…”  
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Kija Chosŏn, and Koguryŏ. In addition, Iryŏn often used �Koryŏ” to refer to Koguryŏ and even 

to the state of Kung-ye. For example, he stated that Kung-ye named his state Koryŏ in 901,56 and 

also introduced the Buddhist monk Podŏk (Ȅğ, fl. seventh century) as a person of the “former” 

Koryŏ.57 Iryŏn’s use of Koryŏ implies that the idea of establishing a common political lineage 

with Koguryŏ by connecting Koguryŏ to his own kingdom had become completely naturalized 

by his time.   

Yi Sŭng-hyu’s Chewang un’gi is another example of how the political lineage of 

Koguryŏ was manifested in late Koryŏ period. The Chewang un’gi was composed in two 

volumes. While volume one records Chinese history, volume two contains exclusively Koryŏ 

history. Like Iryŏn, Yi also began with Tan’gun. Yi explained that Tan’gun established his state, 

Chosŏn, at the same time that Emperor Yao (͕Й) was enthroned in China. After being 

established by Tan’gun, Chosŏn was ruled by Kija and Wiman (΃Ɣ, Ch. Weiman) until Han 

conquered it in 108 BCE. Wiman was said to be a military general from Han who was born in 

Yan (̰).58 What is important here is that Yi recorded them in volume two where Koguryŏ, Silla, 

and Paekche were all included. This means that Yi thought that (Old) Chosŏn, from Tan’gun to 

Wiman, was a part of Koryŏ’s history. Furthermore, Yi indicated that the establishment of Han’s 

four commanderies caused an unstable situation until the Samhan appeared.59 Now Tan’gun’s 

Chosŏn provided a historical foundation that not only pushed back Koryŏ’s history as early as 
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56 Ibid., 1:27-28. “Æ̀…ǽѰįҟͲʉ…ЈɈκįʤ˺Ã. ˬΕӒ�Ŕ<ύH½ՃƎѴ…”  
 
57 Ibid., 3: 232. “ˏϸͫɹȄğώѡǵ, Ϻ�ŔŲ?Ԭο̈.  
 
58 Chewang un’gi, 2:1-2. “…ҫʸN½…ɹЙњʡƦďÀ[…]�̢Й�պƽѰ…խЧʂЫ˘ïύ…ԏϚ΃Ɣɪϒ̰
…ŋ�Ҽѐýӗ½…”  
 
59 Ibid., 2:2. “…ςȧѾќ΂ɃÃ…ɱ£γɪƅϒЅԁʜІ醨ǒǌ˽, ʺ˙ԔɘȝӑСϒ̯ȧwʌɛԑ…”  
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that of China but also related Old Chosŏn to Koguryŏ in the political ancestry of Koryŏ.  

By the beginning of the fourteenth century, it seems that most Koryŏ literati continued to 

believe that Koryŏ embodied the political legacy of Koguryŏ. After the Samguk yusa and the 

Chewang un’gi were published, Yi Che-hyŏn (ƃУԭ, 1287-1367) recorded Wang Kŏn’s visit to 

P’yŏngyang. In this note, Yi stated that Wang Kŏn himself often visited P’yŏngyang even before 

the surrenders of Kyŏn-hwŏn (_ձ, 867-936) of  Later Paekche and King Kyŏngsun (jˇ͒, ?-

978; r. 927-935) of Silla. According to Yi, Wang Kŏn did it because he had never forgotten about 

recovering the territory of Koguryŏ, which he believed was a treasure that was supposed to be 

transmitted to him through the generations. Although it is not clear how seriously Wang Kŏn 

considered military action for the purpose of irredentism to the north after becoming the first 

king of Koryŏ, what is worth noting here is that by the time of Yi Che-hyŏn, the historical 

awareness of Koguryŏ among the Koryŏ literati was strong enough for Yi to write about Wang 

Kŏn’s trip to P’yŏngyang almost 400 years earlier.60 

Established through the unification of different kingdoms, Koryŏ faced important issues 

about how to position its predecessors and it had to be very careful to maintain a balance 

between its Silla and Koguryŏ heritages. This does not mean, however, that Wang Kŏn ignored 

and excluded Paekche from his unification project. He communicated early on with Kyŏn-hwŏn 

before the latter was dethroned by his own son and fled to Koryŏ. Wang Kŏn not only treated 

Kyŏn-hwŏn well when he surrendered, but he also allowed Kyŏn-hwŏn to accompany to him 
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60 Ikchae chip (νϩѹ), 9(2):1. “…˹ӜЫіͻњխ, ÷�ǌȻ_ձǌŧλŴԜɲįӎ˂Ȧȷ. âΫ̥γĸƨº̏΂
͆#ҨϾ, ԅɴÉλΊњ…” There is no absolute evidence to argue it was Confucianism that made it possible for Yi 
to make this comment. Considering that Yi concluded this section by comparing King T’aejo of Koryŏ to Emperor 
Taizu (ӜЫ) of Song (ʣ) in Chinese history and Yi’s influence on Koryŏ’s adaptation of Confucianism, it seems 
very plausible that Confucian literati were gradually reminded of Koguryŏ more often during the first half of the 
fourteenth century.  
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when he marched to attack (Later) Paekche.61 Wang Kŏn just did not give much importance to 

Paekche when compared with Silla. He did not trust people from the Paekche territory and even 

warned his officials not to appoint them to any government position.62 In other words, Wang Kŏn 

believed that Paekche was a part of Koryŏ’s history even though he was very concerned about 

the local customs of the former Paekche region, and this is why Wang Kŏn cared more about 

Silla and Koguryŏ. While the former was Koryŏ’s imminent predecessor in history, the latter was 

thought of as a political ancestor, and that made it possible for Wang Kŏn to rise and gain support 

from the people in the old Koguryŏ territory. It was not difficult to maintain Silla’s legacy in the 

new state. First of all, Silla surrendered to Koryŏ without any military conflict. Koryŏ happened 

to have maintained amicable relations with Silla before the unification, and Wang Kŏn himself 

was even married to a woman from the Silla royal family. As a result, the ruling class of Silla 

was able to keep their privileged status in Koryŏ. Secondly, Koryŏ continued many Silla customs 

and codes in order to minimize possible disarray during the transition. To create a good 

relationship to Koguryŏ, however, was not as easy as with Silla. In spite of the commonality in 

terms of geographical location, it was not enough to remind people of Koguryŏ by establishing a 

common political lineage. Koryŏ’s ruling class and literati had to look for other means of 

showing their political ties to Koguryŏ and out of this necessity, they kept bringing up King 

Tongmyŏng. Paying tributes to King Tongmyŏng’s shrine and referring to him as “Yejo” were 

outcomes of a consistent effort to construct links to Koguryŏ as an integral part of Koryŏ’s 

political heritage.  

Koryŏ’s keen awareness of Koguryŏ, however, was never exclusive. As mentioned above, 
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61 Koryŏsa, 2:8. “…ÞѥȋӒձ΂ɟȞʯ¡úÅͻǮ�ɜ…” and 2:10. “…̢͒_ձ�Ǿ…”  
 
62 Ibid. 2:16. “…ѿԩγú�цA͔ɗԴќʓ�Ҹǧ̪ο˱̥̯…ʼâŐǒȕΪɀϤͻ͝Ⱦâ…”  
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Koguryŏ was remembered as a part of the Three Kingdoms. What made Koguryŏ more unique 

than Silla and Paekche in terms of its history was its ties to Tan’gun. The inclusion of Tan’gun by 

both Iryŏn and Yi Sŭng-hyu shows that Koryŏ literati had expanded their perception of Koryŏ 

history back to the days of Emperor Yao in Chinese history. Although they did not dispute the 

meaning of the Samguk sagi, Koryŏ literati did not hesitate to incorporate the states before the 

Three Kingdoms into their history, and Tan’gun became a key symbol not only in terms of 

extending Koryŏ history but also as a historical figure related to Chumong of Koguryŏ. This new 

understanding of Koryŏ history as originating with Tan’gun’s Chosŏn had obviously become 

natural enough to continue being mentioned by Koryŏ literati in the thirteenth century, and 

Koryŏ literati had finally established a legitimate political lineage from (Old) Chosŏn to Koryŏ 

through the Three Kingdoms. In this structure, Koguryŏ played a pivotal role that could not be 

ignored or discounted.  

The Koryŏ literati’s establishment of the political lineage from Koguryŏ did not mean 

that they only viewed Koguryŏ from a political perspective. They revealed their willingness and 

ease in remembering Koguryŏ from a cultural perspective as well in their understanding of 

Tan’gun and his heritage. To better illustrate this, it would be good to review how the Koryŏ 

literati treated Koguryŏ in their individual writings and to show how Koguryŏ’s cultural heritage 

was portrayed and developed during the Koryŏ period by analyzing their writings.  

 

II. Koguryŏ in the Koryŏ Literati’s Writings  

Does the apparent awareness of Koguryŏ in Koryŏ’s political lineage mean, then, that it 

served only political expediencies and that Koguryŏ was not acknowledged in other perspectives 

by the Koryŏ literati? Or did it help Koryŏ literati to expand their interest in Koguryŏ? As 
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mentioned briefly above, the Koryŏ literati did not limit themselves to the political sphere in 

remembering Koguryŏ; instead, they often found a Koguryŏ ancestry for their cultural traditions 

as well.  

The Koryŏ literati’s perspectives on Koguryŏ are also revealed in their individual works. 

Many Koryŏ literati left personal writings, and we can find some hints that show their views on 

Koguryŏ. The most well-known such work is the Tongguk Yi Sangguk chip (ĸ½ƃɥ½ѹ) 

written by Yi Kyu-bo (ƃÑȂ, 1168-1241). Unlike the Samguk sagi in which the establishment 

of Koguryŏ by King Tongmyŏng was recorded briefly without referring to his mythical birth in 

detail, Yi wrote an epic about King Tongmyŏng’s birth, his adventures, and the establishment of 

Koguryŏ. His poem has been considered one of the strongest pieces of evidence that the Koryŏ 

literati had a strong historical awareness of Koguryŏ.� 

It is very clear that Yi had a different attitude toward the legendary story of King 

Tongmyŏng than did Kim Pu-sik. Yi clearly mentioned in his preface that he had read Kim’s 

Samguk sagi and still truly believed King Tongmyŏng’s story was worth recording even though 

he understood Kim’s decision not to give it in detail in the Samguk sagi because of the extreme 

absurdity of the story.63 What is interesting here is that Yi revealed that he had read not only the 

Samguk sagi but also the Old Samguksa (ºɛ½Ɂ). According to Yi, the legend of King 

Tongmyŏng was explained in the Old Samguksa, and was so widely known that even commoners 

talked about it. The fact that Yi, who was familiar with the Old Samguksa, realized the necessity 

of recording King Tongmyŏng’s legend, probably implies that Yi wanted to point out a cultural 

aspect of Koguryŏ that he thought had been largely discounted by Kim Pu-sik in his Samguk 
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63 Tongguk Yi Sangguk chip, 3:1. “…ľºɛ½Ɂ`ĸƨ͒ȏðâ˨ιњϷΑʒњʖʅϑ̯̥ҫȕćˤњΫγ΂Ð՗
ÞɛȋәǊІʈâʹȸ՗̈ýʐ̈, ȸÐ̈ý˨̈…÷�șˢѕҁ½ɁӫŌâȾ, Ϋϑ�γ΂½Ɂ¬ʒњɰ, 
ȕ"γĚιњȾ΂˚̖խʒλŌњ̋…”  
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sagi, In other words, the Koryŏ literati were acknowledging Koguryŏ from a cultural perspective 

by the late twelfth century, if not earlier.64  

The tendency for Koryŏ literati to view Koguryŏ in terms of cultural aspects grew 

stronger from the thirteenth century onward, and this is confirmed in various private documents. 

First, beyond just mentioning that Chumong was Tan’gun’s son, in the Samguk yusa, Iryŏn 

introduced Koguryŏ first, before Silla. Although he did not refute Kim Pu-sik’s claims on the 

order in which the Three Kingdoms were established, Iryŏn placed Koguryŏ first out of the 

Three Kingdoms and placed Silla after Chinhan, one of the Three Han. The Samguk yusa’s status 

as a private writing has often been taken as the explanation for its differences from the Samguk 

sagi. Although it is certain that Iryŏn was able to write the Samguk yusa without being bothered 

by government supervision, I rather believe that the Buddhist nature of the Koryŏ society was in 

fact what made it possible for him to write it.65 Iryŏn’s perspective in the Samguk yusa is a 

Buddhist worldview.66 From the beginning, Tan’gun was mentioned as a grandson of Hwanin 

(ՙς) or Chesŏk (Йɹ; Indra) and son of Hwanung (ՙͮ).67 Chesŏk is one of the most 

important legendary figures in Korean Buddhism, who was believed to protect Buddhists from 

evil, and it thus became associated with the Tan’gun lineage. Additionally, Iryŏn implied that 
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64 The writing of the epic of King Tongmyŏng is understood as a product for Yi to disseminate King Tongmyŏng’s 
story to the people and give them pride. See T’ak Pong-sim, “Tongmyŏngwang p’yŏn e nat’anan Yi Kyu-bo ŭi yŏksa 
ŭisik,” (Yi Kyu-bo’s Historical Consciousness in the Epic of King Tongmyŏng) Han’guksa yŏn’gu 44 (March 1984): 
92.  
 
65 Buddhism was also endorsed earlier by Ch’oe Sŭng-no (Ҵ˒Ŧ, 927-989) as a mean of self-cultivation while 
Confucianism was regarded as an ideal tool for governing the state. See Tongmunsŏn, 52:15. ɜ˙Ƽɰ. 
“…ԝɹ©ϑʩ˫њȏ, ԝΆ©ϑƅ½њʹ…”  
 
66 Kim T’ae-yŏng, “Samguk yusa e poinŭn Iryŏn ŭi yŏksa insik e taehayŏ,” (Iryŏn’s Historical Consciousness as it 
appears in the Samguk yusa) in Han’guk ŭi yŏksa insik, 1: 138.  
 
67 Samguk yusa, 1:1. “…ɶΊՙς[΄Йɹ̈], ɭύՙͮ…ͮý�ՌλՈњ, ϋɪύՃ͐ČÀ͒Y…”  
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Koguryŏ was located within the Buddhist world by listing its Buddhist pagodas and temples,68 

and he also tried to remind his readers of the sacred traditions of Koryŏ. It is also noteworthy that 

Buddhism was one of the reasons why Myoch’ŏng was so successful at the beginning of his 

rebellion, and Chŏng Chi-sang (ЕѤɠ, ?-1135), one of the supporters of the rebellion, also 

emphasized the Buddhist rituals in his writings.69 Buddhism was favored by many literati 

including Yi Il-lo (ƃπŦ, 1152-1220), and even its critics endorsed the basic virtues of 

Buddhism. What they truly criticized were the people who mispracticed and misapplied Buddhist 

teachings to actual society.70 Yi Kyu-bo was also very fond of Buddhism and was even able to 

recite one of the Buddhist sutras.71 Koguryŏ was the first kingdom out of the three to officially 

adopt Buddhism and was clearly considered important in terms of the prevailing Buddhist 

tradition of Koryŏ. In the Haedong kosŭng chŏn (Ԙĸ�ˏϸ) published in 1215 by the Buddhist 

monk Kakhun (.կ, fl. late twelfth-early thirteenth century), even a Buddhist monk with no 

name from Koguryŏ was introduced second only after Sundo (ˇĮ, fl. fourth century), a 

Buddhist monk from India, who was believed to have first introduced Buddhism to Korea.72 

Additionally, two other Buddhist monks of Koguryŏ were recorded with those from India, China, 
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68 Ibid., 3:13. űĸʉΖ͒Ӛ and 3:15. �ŔşӚɆ.  
 
69 Chŏng Chi-sang was killed by Kim Pu-sik, accused of being connected with the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion. Chŏng 
explained his views on Buddhism and the importance of its rituals. (Tongmunsŏn, 110:18-19. ͡.) Despite the 
accusation, Chŏng was well known for his literary talent and is considered one of the greatest poets of the Koryŏ 
literary tradition.  
 
70 Im Ch’un (ƊҾ, fl. twelfth century) pointed out the misbehaviors committed by some Buddhists and used them as 
the basis for his criticism of Buddhism. Im also wrote that Yi Il-lo, being very much in favor of Buddhism, did not 
dislike Buddhism without reason. (Tongmunsŏn, 83:9-10. ʧƃǏ叟ɬ.)  
 
71 Tongguk Yi Sangguk chŏnjip, Āȇ. “…͡äĴƀ̝, ѥǧmҥʦ…” 
 
72 Haedong kosŭng chŏn, 8-9.   
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and Silla.73 Therefore, Iryŏn’s emphasis on Koguryŏ was very likely understood as an outcome 

of thirteenth-century Koryŏ society’s being an environment that favored Buddhism.  

The trend to pay attention to cultural aspects of Koguryŏ’s lineage is also found in the 

Chewang un’gi. Yi Sŭng-hyu recorded the legendary life of King Tongmyŏng of Koguryŏ in 

detail and consistently linked him to heaven. In fact, the largest part of the Koguryŏ section in 

the Chewang un’gi was devoted to the life of King Tongmyŏng,74 and it indicates how important 

Yi Sŭng-hyu considered King Tongmyŏng in Koryŏ’s history. By unifying Silla and Later 

Paekche, Koryŏ now occupied the sole position as the legitimate heir of Koguryŏ culture. 

Although it was not clear what Yi Sŭng-hyu thought of Buddhism, he apparently followed 

Iryŏn’s understanding of the structure of Koryŏ’s history, which began with Tan’gun establishing 

the Former Chosŏn [ϺЧʂ, Old Chosŏn] at the same time when Emperor Yao established his 

regime in China. It indicates that Koryŏ literati saw the legend of King Tongmyŏng as a part of 

their proud cultural heritage by the late thirteenth century.  

Comments on Koguryŏ were found more often in the Confucian literati’s writings in the 

late Koryŏ period. As was briefly mentioned above, Yi Che-hyŏn recorded Wang Kŏn’s visit in 

the early tenth century as a means of suggesting a longer history for the political lineage. It 

seems that Yi was also aware of the legend of King Tongmyŏng. Yi mentioned the legendary 

rock [ЧҖɷ] where King Tongmyŏng was believed to have ascended to the heavens in one of 
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73 It is interesting to note that none from Paekche was recorded. It does not mean, however, they were excluded on 
purpose. It is plausible that Paekche monks were explained in other volumes that were not transmitted. Even a very 
famous monk such as Wŏnhyo (ͯէ, 617-686) is missing in the only volume available now.  
 
74 Besides King Tongmyŏng, only King Yuri (ŻƂ͒, ?-18; r. 19 BCE-18 CE), a son of King Tongmyŏng and the 
second king of Koguryŏ, and King Pojang (ȃϠ͒, ?-682; r. 642-668), the last king of Koguryŏ were mentioned 
very briefly in the Koguryŏ section of the Chewang un’gi.  
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his poems.75 Because he did not comment on the Samguk yusa or Chewang un’gi, it is not clear 

what Yi Che-hyŏn thought of them, and especially what he thought of the myths of Tan’gun and 

King Tongmyŏng. Yi is often criticized for having a negative attitude toward native practices and 

cultural values of Koryŏ. Michael Rogers presents Yi’s education in the Yuan (ͯ) empire and 

exposure to a new world through Yuan as the reason why he had a negative view of the 

aboriginal culture of Chosŏn. According to Rogers, Yi even considered Yuan a savior who had 

rescued Koryŏ from the non-Confucian military regime.76 Yi’s comment about the legendary 

rock, however, implies that he perceived Koguryŏ as a part of the lineage of Koryŏ culture. 

Moreover, Yi Che-hyŏn was not the only one among Koryŏ’s Confucian literati who mentioned 

this legendary rock in the memory of Koguryŏ. Yi Saek (ƃɨ, 1328-1396) also recorded it in his 

poems for P’yŏngyang. What is interesting in this poem though, is that he mentioned Tan’gun 

following the legendary rock of King Tongmyŏng.77 It is interesting that he does not mention 

King Tongmyŏng but recalls Tan’gun instead. Yi did not mention King Tongmyŏng directly in 

his other writings either when the legendary rock appeared. Although there is no sure answer 

why Yi mentioned Tan’gun following the comment on the rock relating King Tongmyŏng, it is 

probably because Tan’gun was already considered a historic figure who preceded King 

Tongmyŏng in the lineage of Koryŏ history. The Samguk yusa, the Chewang un’gi, and probably 

the Old Samguksa might have helped Koryŏ literati recall Tan’gun. By Yi’s time, it was probably 

not necessary to mention King Tongmyŏng with the legendary rock because everyone was 
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75 Ikchae chip, 3:16. ɲeŹʬiϥ˪çĶ̙. “ЧҖɷԇ͋ƈ̙…”  
 
76 Michael Rogers, “National Consciousness in Medieval Korea,” in Papers of the 5th International Conference on 
Korean Studies: Korean Studies, Its Tasks and Perspectives I (1988), published by The Academy of Korean Studies, 
161.  
 
77 Mogŭn sigo (ƲΟ˝�), 3:17. ɲe. “…ǆʅЧҖјΊɷ, ďÀ̹ɣ�Áͮ.”  
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already aware of the story about the rock and him. The legendary rock was not the only object 

that made Yi Saek recollect Koguryŏ. The auspicious horse that King Tongmyŏng rode when 

ascending to heaven was often cited in Yi’s poem as well. Instead of mentioning King 

Tongmyŏng by name, Yi identified him as “the grandson of the Heaven” with the horse.78 It is 

unclear whether Yi avoided using the “King Tongmyŏng” or Chumong in his writing on purpose. 

He, however, recorded these objects relating to King Tongmyŏng in the poems about 

P’yŏngyang, and there is no doubt about his awareness of the legend of King Tongmyŏng.  

Then, what made Koryŏ literati recall Koguryŏ more often during the late Koryŏ period? 

How was the rise of interest in Koguryŏ related to the social environment in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries? Traditionally, scholars accounted for the new emphasis on Koguryŏ as being 

due to the experience of foreign invasions and the establishment of a military regime that 

replaced the old political structure, which had centered on civil officials. According to this 

argument, a series of foreign invasions by Liao, Jurchens, and Yuan awakened Koryŏ literati and 

made them recall a glorious past symbolized by a strong Koguryŏ and a Koguryŏ legacy that 

favored the new military regime because it was well known for its military ability to compete 

with Chinese empires. Yi Kyu-bo’s Epic of King Tongmyŏng and Yi Sŭng-hyu’s Chewang un’gi 

were considered byproducts of this environment. While it seems very plausible that their writings 

helped to remind the Koryŏ people of Koguryŏ, it is still questionable, however, that the military 

regime and the Koryŏ court responded to the new rise of Koguryŏ memories. Interestingly, Yi 

wrote the Epic of King Tongmyŏng before being appointed to a court position at the age of 26, 

and it was a few years later when Yi was first appointed for a position by Ch’oe Ch’ung-hŏn 
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78 Ibid., 2:14. ȝǷŵ. “…ƉƐOȕǚ, ҖʡԈҏΓ…” Yi Sŭng-hyu had also recorded previously that King 
Tongmyŏng was the grand son of heaven and Habaek, the god of water. (Chewang un’gi, 2:4-5. 
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(ҴӀԥ, 1149-1219). At the time when Yi finished the Epic of King Tongmyŏng, he was very 

disappointed at not having the opportunity to serve in court even though he had passed the civil 

service examination early with a good score. Furthermore, Yi hardly even mentioned Koguryŏ 

after he was appointed. Basically, his only writing about Koguryŏ and King Tongmyŏng was 

written well before his period of serving in the court. In addition, it is a bit strange that Ŭlchi 

Mundŏk, who saved Koguryŏ from the Sui invasion in the seventh century, was not mentioned 

while Koryŏ was struggling with foreign invasions.79 The only mention of Ŭlchi Mundŏk in the 

late Koryŏ period was found in the preface of Yi Sung-in’s (ƃˊπ, 1347-1392) Toŭn chip 

(İΟѹ) written by Chŏng To-jŏn (ЕĮϸ, 1342-1398). Ŭlchi Mundŏk was admired, however, 

for his poems, not for his victory against Sui in this record.80 This implies that the Koryŏ literati 

probably felt more comfortable with remembering Ŭlchi Mundŏk in terms of their cultural 

lineage than for his independent military achievement in saving Koguryŏ from foreign invasion.  

Coincidently, Yi Sŭng-hyu was also out of a court position like Yi Kyu-bo when he wrote 

the Chewang un’gi in 1287. Interestingly, Yi Sŭng-hyu did not record anything about the failure 

of the military expedition to Koguryŏ by Sui Yangdi (̒Й, 569-618; r. 604-618) and Tang 

Taizong (Ӝи, 598-649; r. 626-649). He just briefly mentioned Yangdi’s extravagant spending 

without particularly criticizing it and praised the latter for his exemplary rule in history.81 Yi 

Sŭng-hyu even praised the Yuan empire very highly, comparing its army to that of heaven. To Yi 
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79 It is apparent that Yi was aware of the importance of resisting. He wrote that it was Ch’oe Yi (Ҵη, ?-1249) who 
saved Koryŏ from Mongol invasion. Without his masterful leadership, Yi states, Koryŏ would have fallen into 
Mongol control. See Tongguk Yi Sangguk chip, 18:12. ƜԘςҹiқį. “қįϒ|ɜҖù, φĎκŋȿЀՕ, ȕ˘Ҧ
ԊưĚЦ, ɛԑјζՌՁƖ…” 
 
80 Toŭn chip, ɬ:3-4. “…͆ĸǡ…ǅԌњΆϺխɥƜ. Ϥ´�Ŕ͐Πџǅğ, Ϥ˦ł͐Ҵӈ͵. ωȏ½͐÷˓ђșˢ
ƃԌɄÑȂâͥϑ̈…”   
 
81 Chewang un’gi, 1:11.  
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Sŭng-hyu, the virtue and benevolence of the Yuan emperor was too magnificent to mention at 

all.82 In other words, it is likely that neither Yi Kyu-bo nor Yi Sŭng-hyu wrote with the express 

intent to preach military resistance against foreign invasions or to remind people of the military 

strength of Koguryŏ. Although it is apparent both Yi Kyu-bo and Yi Sŭng-hyu tried to emphasize 

Koguryŏ in their writings, they emphasized in their arguments Koguryŏ’s cultural superiority 

over the Mongols rather than their military strength per se. This is why the long history of 

Koryŏ, which was believed to be as long as that of China, and Koguryŏ’s position in the line of 

Korean history were emphasized in the Chewang un’gi, and why Yi Kyu-bo re-evaluated the 

legend of King Tongmyŏng, which had not been paid much attention before due to its unrealistic 

features.  

What, then, led Koryŏ literati to remember and write about Koguryŏ more in terms of its 

cultural aspects starting in the thirteenth century? I think that, ironically, the introduction of 

Confucianism may have been a factor that contributed to a new view of Koguryŏ during this 

period. Since it had been introduced to Koryŏ in the late thirteenth century, Confucianism had 

attracted the Koryŏ literati, and many of them were able to expand their knowledge while 

traveling in Yuan and meeting with Confucian literati there. Yi Sŭng-hyu, who visited Yuan a few 

times, was praised by the emperor for his poems, and Yi Che-hyŏn had an opportunity to interact 

with Chinese literati when he was called back to come to the Yuan capital by King Ch’ungsŏn 

(Ӏɾ͒, 1275-1325; r. 1308-1313) of Koryŏ. Afterward, both Yi Kok (ƃ�, 1298-1351) and Yi 

Saek stayed in Yuan for a while and were able to study Confucianism. After passing the civil 

service examinations not only in Koryŏ but also in Yuan, Yi Kok was able to get acquainted with 

many Confucian literati there. Later, Yi Saek, following his father’s footsteps, also passed the 
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civil service examination and got appointed to serve in the Yuan court.83  

It seems to be during this period when Confucian literati started attacking Buddhism. 

When King Ch’ungsŏn asked Yi Che-hyŏn how to shift the literati’s interest from Buddhism to 

Confucianism, Yi suggested that the king promote Confucian institutions and teachings.84 Before 

the early fourteenth century, Buddhism was not much criticized by Koryŏ literati, and it did 

contribute to their memory of Koguryŏ. The early rise of Myoch’ŏng, Iryŏn’s Samguk yusa, and 

the Buddhist features in Yi Sŭng-hyu’s Chewang un’gi, were all good examples of how 

Buddhism was favored by Koryŏ society. When Confucianism was introduced to Koryŏ and 

Koryŏ literati started studying it through Yuan, the memory of Koguryŏ was gradually linked 

more to cultural rather than political aspects. This shift explains why Ŭlchi Mundŏk was 

mentioned in the lineage of a literary tradition instead of being hailed as a national savior like 

Kang Kam-ch’an (>:҃, 948-1031) who defeated Liao in 1018. From this point, Koguryŏ was 

acquiring its historical meaning in terms of the relationship with the Kija tradition, and Kija 

began to overshadow Tan’gun.  

It is worthwhile to examine how Koryŏ people reacted to the propaganda designed to 

resurrect Koguryŏ. In contrast to the late Silla period, uprisings calling for the restoration of old 

kingdoms hardly occurred during the Koryŏ period. Only one such occasion, in 1217, was 

recorded briefly by Yi Saek in his biography of the Chŏng family, and this restoration attempt 

was not only unsuccessful but also narrated very negatively by Yi.85 It does not mean that Yi 
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83 Yi Kok sent a poem to Yi Saek and advised his son to serve in the Yuan court. (Kajŏng chip ('Њѹ), 18:4. 
͝#Բ˝ͭç˚˸ύąբ. “û˸ʽՖЙ͒į…”)  
 
84 Ikchae chip Āȇ:2-3. “…ɜ͒Ǆ…ɼɪě畧͐Ͻԇʑć¤ʮªÙɡɬеż̿ƨ̈́©γҜɼ͒њĮ…”  
 
85 Mogŭn mun’go (ƲΟǅ�), 20:11. Е˵#ϸ.   
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Saek denied Koguryŏ. He apparently viewed it as a part of Koryŏ history and wrote that he had 

met a friend from his home when he encountered a person of Koguryŏ background.86 Yi Saek 

just thought that an uprising to resurrect Koguryŏ was historically meaningless and only caused 

unnecessary chaos. Yi Saek’s remembrance of Koguryŏ actually developed a little further in that 

he even recorded Tang Taizong’s failure in his military campaign against Koguryŏ.87 

Compared to the late Silla period, uprisings claiming to restore old states were not only 

few, but they also occurred during the military rule of the mid-thirteenth century, well before 

Chosŏn took over Koryŏ.88 It implies that Koryŏ had succeeded in employing the idea of 

historical lineage between previous states and itself both politically and culturally. The Koryŏ 

literati’s inclusion of Ŭlchi Mundŏk in their great literary tradition is proof of their awareness of 

a cultural tie between Koguryŏ and Koryŏ. They remembered him more as a great writer than as 

a successful military general who had saved the kingdom from a Chinese invasion. Establishing 

the historical lineage between Koguryŏ and Koryŏ was finalized in the development of the 

“Samhan” (Three Han) discourse. Under the name of the Samhan, Koryŏ was able to achieve not 

only the political and cultural, but also the ethnic unification of Korea. I will, therefore, analyze 

how Koguryŏ was understood and linked to this Three Han discourse by literati through the 

Koryŏ period.   
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86 Mogŭn sigo, 2:9. Ɛɜȓԟο͒vѱɄ. “…ЍȘՊ`�´Ŕ, �οý˘͒˵ύ…”  
 
87 Ibid., 2:10. Д�ΡΌƊ ϔ. “…øѤԫՐńǭͧ…” Although Yi addresses Tang Taizong’s campaign here, his 
failure was recorded indirectly. In addition, Yi did not mention the name of the Koguryŏ general who defeated Tang. 
This is not the only reference by Yi of Tang Taizong’s military campaign against Koguryŏ. He also recorded it 
briefly in his other poem. Here, no specific name from Koguryŏ appeared regarding Tang Taizong’s failure. (Mogŭn 
sigo, 2:15. ĴĕɁβʾ.)  
 
88 There were uprisings that claimed to restore Silla and Paekche as well. They were not only limited but also 
unsuccessful. They are regarded as uprisings against the military regime rather than attempts to resurrect an old 
state. See Pak Yong-un, Koryŏ sidaesa (History of Koryŏ Period) (Seoul: Ilchisa, 1987), 2: 470-474.  
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III. Adaptation and the Use of “Samhan”  

The idea of the Samhan, literally meaning the “three Han” – Mahan, Chinhan, and 

Pyŏnhan, the three ancient polities which existed on the Korean peninsula – has been used and 

understood in various ways. It is sometimes used not only to define the geographical territory of 

Korea, but also to refer to the suprapolitical structure, including the culture and ethnic groups 

who resided in the Korean peninsula. Remco Breuker argues that the Samhan came to be used to 

signify a supradynastical entity whereas other expressions such as “Tongbang” (ĸǡ/ĸǤ), 

“Tongguk” (ĸ½), “Ch’ŏnggu” (Ҩ­), and “Haedong” (Ԙĸ) appeared as terms to distinguish 

Korea from China. According to Breuker, the “Samhan” as a general designation for Korea 

became more significant while the identification with the Three Later Kingdoms became less 

prevalent during mid-Koryŏ. After that, Beuker argues, the “Samhan” came to be used as distinct 

from Koryŏ in a sense that represented both the country and its people.89 Although Breuker 

provides a very useful model for understanding the notion of Samhan, it is still unclear how 

Koguryŏ was included in Samhan discourse. In the twentieth century, Mahan, Chinhan, and 

Pyŏnhan have conventionally been matched to Paekche, Silla, and Kaya (�̉) respectively due 

to the explanations for the locations of each state recorded in various historical documents. 

Unlike Paekche and Silla, which were located in the southern part of the Korean peninsula, 

Koguryŏ was located in the north and, therefore, has been excluded from the conventional 

modern understanding of the Samhan while Paekche and Silla were generally agreed to represent 

Mahan and Chinhan. I will now examine how the Samhan appeared in historical documents 

during the Koryŏ dynasty and how Koguryŏ became engaged with it in the historical context 
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89 Breuker, “The Three in One, the One in Three: The Koryŏ Three Han as a Pre-modern Nation,” 149-151.  
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since its appearance in Koryŏ documents.  

“Samhan” appears first in the Han shu (ԏɰ). In its “Annals for Emperor Kaodi” (�Й, 

247-195 BCE; r. 206-195 BCE), the Samhan is mentioned as the tribe composing Mo (�, Kor. 

Maek) state in the north.90 This source does not, however, explain in detail what the Three Han 

were and where each of them was located. It was the Hou Han shu (խԏɰ) that provided 

broader information about the Samhan. According to the Hou Han shu, the term Samhan referred 

to the three entities, Mahan, Chinhan, and Pyŏnhan, which composed Han.91 Meanwhile, 

Koguryŏ was introduced separately in the Hou Han shu and explained in terms of its relationship 

with its neighboring states such as the Ye-Maek (̻ơ), Puyŏ (Ș̤), Okchŏ (͊ϭ), and 

Chosŏn.92 Because Koguryŏ was excluded from this notion of Samhan, some modern Chinese 

scholars argue that Koguryŏ did not belong to Korean history by equating Mahan, Pyŏnhan, and 

Chinhan to Paekche, Kaya, and Silla, respectively. According to this argument, there is no 

connection between Koguryŏ and the Samhan, which formed the incubus for Korean history. So, 

did the Samhan actually exclude Koguryŏ as these scholars claim?  

Unlike these Chinese documents, Koguryŏ was included in the Samhan from the 

beginning in Korean writings. After Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn (Ҵӈ͵, 857-?) first matched Koguryŏ to 

Mahan in the late ninth century,93 the notion of linkage between Mahan and Koguryŏ was 
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90  Han shu, 1:46. “…Ȧ�̰οŋӈըôХԏ[Υ劭͐Ȧ�½̈. ըV̈. ϛ˾͐ը͚̈. ̎żǔњը̈. 
ɉ|͐�ϤĸȦǡ. ɛԑњʝJ�Ż̈…]…  
 
91 Hou Han shu, 85:2818-2820. The Samhan was mentioned as a part of Dongyi (ĸε), literally meaning “Eastern 
barbarian,” in the Annals for Emperor Guanwudi (¢ƿЙ, 6 BCE-57 CE; r. 25-57). Here, “Ǹ” was used instead of 
“ǹ” for Pyŏnhan. See ibid., 1(2):72. “…ĸεԑ½οʢ眾́˼ŉþȤ[ĸεΊѰԑǸԑƐԑ, ΄њɛԑ½̈]…”  
 
92 Ibid., 85:2813. “…�´ŔϤűĸњĸҕƆ, ú̢Чʂ̻ơ, ĸ̢͊ϭ, Ȧ̢Ș̤Ї…”  
 
93 Ch’oe Munch’anghu chŏnjip (Ҵǅ҈թϹѹ), 69. ɜӜɉ˓ђɤ “…ĸԘњ͔Ίɛ½, âƦƐԑǸԑѰԑ. Ɛԑӌ
�ŔǸԑӌǮНѰԑӌ˦ł̈…” 
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generally accepted by the Koryŏ literati. Kim Pu-sik cited Ch’oe’s statement twice in his Samguk 

sagi,94 and Iryŏn also mentioned Ch’oe’s comment in his Samguk yusa with an explanation of 

why Ch’oe’s claim was correct.95 In the Chewang un’gi, Yi Sŭng-hyu stated that Koguryŏ was 

established at Wanggŏmsŏng (͒Yʉ) in Mahan territory by Chumong. What is more interesting 

in Yi’s record about Mahan is that he thought Wanggŏmsŏng was located at Sŏgyŏng 

(P’yŏngyang), which was chosen as the first capital of Koguryŏ by Chumong.96 Although it was 

historically inaccurate, the Koryŏ literati somehow saw P’yŏngyang as the first capital of 

Koguryŏ in the legend of Chumong from as early as the twelfth century. For example, in his 

writing celebrating the royal meeting with officials in P’yŏngyang, Yun In-ch’ŏm (ΙƈҢ, 1110-

1176) wrote that it was P’yŏngyang where Chumong settled down first,97 and Ch’oe Cha (Ҵϐ, 

1188-1260) also stated that P’yŏngyang was first built by King Tongmyŏng when he chose the 

site for his capital.98 Although it is not clear since when P’yŏngyang was mistaken for Koguryŏ’s 

first capital, it is very likely that the impact left by the Myoch’ŏng Rebellion contributed to the 

new acknowledgment that Chumong established P’yŏngyang as the first capital of Koguryŏ.   

Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn did not give any explanation of his identification of Koguryŏ, Paekche, 

and Silla with Mahan, Pyŏnhan, and Chinhan, respectively. In regard to this, there is an argument 

that Ch’oe fabricated the Koguryŏ=Mahan notion in order to dispute Parhae, which was 

��������������������������������������������������������
94 Samguk sagi, 34:1 and 46:4. “…ĸԘњ͔Ίɛ½âƦƐԑǸԑѰԑ, Ɛԑӌ�ŔǸԑӌǮНѰԑӌ˦ł̈…” 
 
95 Samguk yusa, 1:10. “…ӈ͵ͫǸԑǮН̈…ՆϑŇ¯Ųɗ̥ƦǸøɗ�γ�´Ŕ΂ǸԑϑMź…ǮНќϒΊǸ
ɗ�ͫǸԑ…”  
 
96 Chewang un’gi, 2:4-5. “ŔЫʊ�˞ĸƨɽɇ�γчƷƦ…N½Ɛԑ͒Yʉ.[Ûɲë…]”  
 
97 Tongmunsŏn, 104:6. ɲįÀ˪Ě̫ӈ̘. “…ËӶ̏њ˨e, ˮчƷњºΤ…” 
 
98 Ibid., 2:1. ɛįȠ. “…ɲįњ҆ɼ̈, ЙՃĸƨ, Fϒ¯ԫ, ýËԇӠ, ѾΏĞ̛…”  
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competing with Silla for power and prestige in northeast Asia. Among the Three Han, only 

Mahan had a history of conflict with China while Chinhan, the presumed predecessor of Silla, 

was generally believed to be composed of people from China. Therefore, Ch’oe tried to relate 

Mahan to Koguryŏ in order to persuade the Tang to maintain a pro-Silla policy and isolate 

Parhae, which was believed to have been established by people from Koguryŏ.99   

Although it is somewhat interesting to view the Mahan-Koguryŏ linkage within the 

context of Ch’oe’s very strong anti-Parhae perspective, it seems implausible that Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn 

invented the Koguryŏ=Mahan notion on purpose out of his hostility toward Parhae. Although 

Ch’oe was the first individual confirmed to have stated a Koguryŏ-Mahan lineage in Korean 

documents, there was already some evidence presenting the view that Koguryŏ was related to 

Mahan even before Ch’oe’s claim. When Emperor Taizong of Tang invaded Koguryŏ in 655, Ko 

Yŏn-su (�̬ʫ) and Ko Hye-jin (�Թѭ), two Koguryŏ generals, surrendered to him and were 

given titles by Taizong.100 These two figures were recorded as “chiefs of Mahan” in a Tang 

document.101 In other words, even long before Ch’oe matched Koguryŏ to Mahan, there was 

already an idea that Koguryŏ was related to Mahan during the Tang Dynasty, and Ch’oe, who 

had studied in the Tang, was probably aware of that.102  

Koguryŏ was not the only kingdom to appear in the lineage of Mahan during the Koryŏ 
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99  Yi To-hak, “Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn ŭi Koguryŏ insik” (Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn’s Recognition of Koguryŏ), Han’guk 
sasangsahak 24 (2005): 199-224.  
 
100 Jiu Tang shu (ºĕɰ), 199:5325. Xin Tang shu, 220:6193.  
 
101 Quan Tangwen (Ϲĕǅ), 7:21. “…�ŔͻĻĚԲƅĚȘխȢÂт�̬ʫĚԲϺȢÂт�Թѭŀ ǹƐԑһϡ…”�
 
102 Cho Pŏp-chong argues that Koguryŏ started being understood in terms of its relationship with Mahan after 
Podŏkkuk (Ȃğ½) was established by An Sŭng (˽ː) near Kŭmma Mountain after Koguryŏ collapsed. See Cho 
Pŏp-chong, “Koguryŏ ŭi Mahan kyesŭng insiknon e taehan kŏmt’o,” (Review on Mahan Successionism of Kogurŏ) 
Han’guksa yŏn’gu 102 (1998): 47-74.  
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period; Paekche was also said to be linked to Mahan. Kim Pu-sik recorded Kyŏn-hwŏn’s 

comment on the Mahan-Paekche relationship based on the location of Kŭmma Mountain 

(÷Ɛɗ) in the Samguk sagi.103 In the Haedong kosŭng chŏn, Mahan was clearly listed as 

Paekche in the text for the Buddhist monk Maranant’a (Ǝłùӓ) who introduced Buddhism to 

Paekche.104 Although it states that two sons of Chumong (the founder of Koguryŏ) built Paekche, 

Koguryŏ was not mentioned directly with Mahan in this source. It seems very likely that the 

legendary common origins of the royal families of Koguryŏ and Paekche helped people link 

Mahan to both Koguryŏ and Paekche.105 The Koryŏ literati did not seem, however, to have 

generally agreed on the equation of Mahan to Paekche. In spite of being a Buddhist monk 

himself, Iryŏn objected to the idea of Kyŏn-hwŏn equating Paekche to Mahan in the Samguk 

yusa and confirmed that Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn’s argument was right. Additionally, Yi Sŭng-hyu not 

only recorded Wanggŏmsŏng of Mahan in the text of Koguryŏ history for its ties with Chumong, 

but also stated that Paekche was established in Pyŏnhan territory.106 Considering that both the 

Samguk yusa and the Chewang un’gi were published about seventy years later than the Haedong 

kosŭng chŏn, it is very likely that Koryŏ literati widely consented to the equation of Mahan to 

Koguryŏ by the late thirteenth century.  

Regardless of whether Mahan was linked to Koguryŏ or Paekche, it is obvious that 

Koguryŏ was understood as a part of the Samhan during the Koryŏ period. There were many 
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103 Samguk sagi, 50:8. “…Ͱɛ½њ˔ƐԑɼóխԨʒǜպ�ѰǸйњλպ. ̖˘ǮНN½÷Ɛɗ…”  
 
104 Haedong kosŭng chŏn, 19. “…ȘɛԑϑƐԑǸԑѰԑ…̯ǮНýƐԑњ΄έ…”  
 
105 The Samguk sagi also records that Onjo (͌Ь), the first king of Paekche established Paekche after leaving 
Chumong, his father, when Chumong reunited with his oldest son from Northern Puyŏ (Ȧț̤). See Samguk sagi, 
23:1.   
 
106 Chewang un’gi, 2:6-7. “…ǮН˔ЫƦ͌ЬĸƨʐЙâ՝�…N½ǹԑͰ…”  
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occasions when the Samhan was used to refer to Koguryŏ, at least as a constitutive element. For 

example, a tomb tablet for Ko Hyŏn (�ԫ) reads that Ko Hyŏn was a person from the 

Samhan.107 Ko went to Tang with Ch’ŏn Nam-saeng (ҙûɪ) in the seventh century and actively 

participated in Tang’s military campaign to the north. Unlike Ch’ŏn Nam-saeng who was 

recorded as “a person from P’yŏngyang-sŏng [Ӷ̏ʉο]”,108 Ko Hyŏn was introduced as person 

from the Samhan [űĸʉɛԑο]. Although it is not clear whether the Samhan here meant 

Koguryŏ exclusively or not, it is certain that Chinese documents used the Samhan for Korea(n) 

in general, and this probably made Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn try to juxtapose it to the Three Kingdoms 

rather than limiting it to the three actual Han states in history.  

It was Wang Kŏn’s unification that helped the Samhan come to embody the Korea(n) in 

multiple aspects, not only in the political realm, but also in the cultural and ethnical spheres. Just 

as Silla’s annexation of Paekche and Koguryŏ in the seventh century was understood to have 

unified the Three Han by Kim Pu-sik,109 Wang Kŏn’s unification in the tenth century was also 

understood within the Samhan discourse. A royal edict written by Wang Yung (͒Λ, fl. tenth 

century) in 975 stated that the Samhan were truly unified by Wang Kŏn when Silla surrendered 

and he married the Silla princess.110 Meanwhile the Samhan in Kim’s Samguk sagi refers to the 

Three Kingdoms, which in Wang Yung’s writing hardly seems to mean the Three Kingdoms or 

Three Han. Rather, Wang seemed to use “Samhan” here to mean a single people who were 
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107 Seoul Taehakkyo Pangmulgwan yŏnbo 10 (1999).   
 
108 Yŏkchu Han’guk kodae kŭmsŏkmun, 1: 491-508. “…�ʊҙճûɪώͯğ, űĸÃӶ̏ʉο̈…”  
 
109 Samguk sagi, 43:3. “…ɛԑ΂φ#Ǯʊǀβ˱…”  
 
110 Tongmunsŏn, 25:1. ˦ł͒÷ȗ!ɟȞįʏŝ��©ɰ. “…˹ӜЫ…˰˙ǛȥƐњ̮…#½êÎ̖φӢ, À˪͏
Ԕ̖ɛԑ…” 
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finally unified by Koryŏ. In other words, early Koryŏ literati had already started seeing 

“Samhan” as a term that referred to their people rather than having the literary meaning of the 

Three Han or Three Kingdoms. It does not mean, however, the Koryŏ literati had forgotten the 

original meaning of “Samhan.” They were still aware of the existence of the Three Han, and Kim 

Pu-sik mentioned them in the Samguk sagi. Moreover, the Samguk sagi is not the only example 

of their awareness of the original meaning of “Samhan.” In 1146, Kwak Tong-sun (�ĸ˄, fl. 

twelfth century) wrote that Wang Kŏn unified the Samhan, which were Mahan, Chinhan, and 

Pyŏnhan.111 It is very unlikely that Kwak meant that Wang Kŏn unified three actual political 

entities that only existed until the early Three Kingdoms period; rather, he seems to be thinking 

about what these Three Han originally meant. In fact, the term “Samhan” was used constantly in 

this text for Wang Kŏn’s unification. For example, Ch’oe Hae (Ҵԙ, 1287-1340) stated that the 

Samhan was finally unified when Wang Kŏn established Koryŏ,112 and Yi Saek also implied that 

the Samhan was first unified by Wang Kŏn.113 Yun So-jong (Ιʚи, 1345-1393) mentioned 

unification of the Samhan by Wang Kŏn as well.114 Here, however, none of them mentioned 

anything about the three individual Han entities as had been explained by Kwak. Their omission 

of the three individual Han seems to signify that the Samhan now more generally meant 

“Korean” while its use for the three individual Han polities had gradually decreased.  

The use of “Samhan” to refer to mean a unified entity by Koryŏ literati is also attested to 
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111 Ibid., 31:22. ӯ գɻŊԋӾ. “…�˹ӜЫȩή͚…ЭȮå̖ĸƨњԢ…ԔѰǸƐγ΂φ#…”  
 
112 Cholgo ch’ŏnbaek (з�ҕǮ), 1:24. Ěͯ�ЍĸįѲƾ�Ŕ£ҧĚȘZªҠαӷƅͯ�ƹѦƩ. “…н˨ʐ͒Ћ
ɛԑ…” and 2:12. ĸοњǅɬ. “…˨ʐN½ɛԑ�φ…”  
 
113 Mogŭn mun’go, 9:11. ф�żξɬ. “…˹ĸǡ½̖ĕ͕ƽѰʔ, ʒƅʒŅȧ΂ɛ½, ѥ͟ĚЫʪҖƨƧ˔Öφњ, 
ɃǮΊ̤Āέ…”  
 
114 Tongmunsŏn, 10:12. ̀Թ͒ѭ͟Ýʉ. “ҟͰǡsʐ, ÝƆ΂ϫ̹. φӢɛԑχ, ɼĿǮНʉ…”  
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in the title of the Samhan si kwigam (ɛԑ˝¼;) published in the late fourteenth century by 

Cho Un-hŭl (Юͫ仡, 1332-1404). Recording more than 200 poems composed between the ninth 

century and the early fourteenth century by Korean literati, the Samhan si kwigam included 

Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn as the earliest poet whose works were recorded in it. All other writers were 

Koryŏ literati. The Samhan in its title obviously meant “Korea,” including both Silla and Koryŏ, 

and does not refer to specific states in Korean history. Since it was used to refer to a unified 

entity, the Samhan now came to be used often for Koryŏ exclusively. In a poem in the Samhan si 

kwigam, Hong Kan (Ջ/, ?-1304) mentioned the “Veritable Records” of the Koryŏ dynasty as 

those of the Samhan.115 Recording the history of the dynasty was a very important project and 

had never been taken lightly. Although it appeared in literary poems and not in official 

documents, the use of the Samhan in the phrase for the Annals for the Koryŏ dynasty strongly 

implies that the literati during the late Koryŏ period understood the Samhan to mean themselves 

rather than three states or kingdoms in history. This notion of the Samhan continued even after 

Koryŏ was replaced by the Yi Sŏng-gye’s Chosŏn in 1392. Yi Mu-bang (ƃǂǣ, 1319-1398) 

wrote a poem in 1394 when Yi Pang-wŏn (ƃǣ͵, King T’aejong (Ӝи), 1367-1422; r. 1400-

1418) was sent to Ming as an envoy, and in this poem, he stated that Chosŏn had been Samhan in 

the past.116   

It is obvious that by the fourteenth century, the Korean literati felt comfortable about 

referring to not only previous political entities but also their own state as the Samhan. What is 

important here is that Koguryŏ was obviously considered as part of Samhan from the very early 

usages of this term. After its first appearance in Chinese documents as a referent of the northern 
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115 Samhan si kwigam, 3:11. ʧҷ͋ʇ曬ɁԘρɆ. “…͗Ѥɛԑβ˴ɛęњˮŬ…” 
 
116 Tongmunsŏn, 5:5. Ж˽ÀЁ˝ľѤώ. “…Чʂ|ɛԑ, ͗]҉Ԙǎ…”  
 



� �� 

state composed of different ethnic groups during the Han dynasty, the Samhan gradually 

developed a variety of historical meanings from specific political entities to an ethnic identity for 

the Korean state and people. For the Chinese, the initial Three Han – Mahan, Chinhan, and 

Pyŏnhan – were certainly “foreign” matters, and Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn just matched them to the Three 

Kingdoms. No matter whether Koguryŏ was actually ever Mahan or not, the Koguryŏ=Mahan 

notion had been accepted consistently by the Koryŏ literati until the Samhan acquired a new 

status of the symbol of Korea in the late Koryŏ period.  

As Koguryŏ was understood to be a part of it, the Samhan even evolved into a term 

symbolizing ethnic unification in Korean history. In the Chewang un’gi, Yi Sŭng-hyu recorded 

that not only large kingdoms like Puyŏ, Silla, and Koguryŏ but also other small polities such as 

Okchŏ and Ye-Maek had all originated from Tan’gun.117 Tan’gun, who was recorded as the father 

of Chumong and the first king of Koguryŏ in Iryŏn’s Samguk yusa, was now clearly considered a 

common ancestor of the Samhan, which included all previous political entities in Korean history.  

As Kija’s Chosŏn was said to be the legitimate successor of Tan’gun’s Old Chosŏn, the 

Samhan should be mentioned in its relationship with Kija. Since Kija was listed after Tan’gun in 

Iryŏn’s Samguk yusa, Yi Sŭng-hyu emphasized his historical meaning more in the Chewang 

un’gi by placing Tan’gun and Kija in separate sections for the Earlier Chosŏn and the Later 

Chosŏn [խЧʂ], respectively. Here, Kija was respected and praised for his virtue, which 

prevailed through Chosŏn,118 and he became a very important figure who linked the people of the 

Samhan to Tan’gun, their common ancestor. In the context of this trend of emphasizing Kija 
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117 Chewang un’gi, 2:2-3. “…ʌɛԑɛԑ-ΊéцԬӉӉɘϤՀɗ3…̖ђԈϑ˘Ě½ɼγț̤[…]ȴŸӒ…ѽΊ
˕ł�ţúȦ͊ϭ̽ơΦȳРÀϡǄʸխʒx̥ϒďÀ˒…” It is interesting for Silla and Koguryŏ were recorded 
as ˕ł and �ţ, respectively, here. They appeared as ˦ł and Ŕ later in the records of history of each state.  
 
118 Ibid. 2:2. “…խЧʂЫ˘ïύ…Δԁ̤Ŝϸ…” 
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highly, the Samhan were now recorded as the land of Kija, who was not subject to the Chinese 

emperor.119 Consequently, Koguryŏ was able to play another crucial role in Korean history as the 

region where Kija resided when he was remembered by Confucian literati after the late thirteenth 

century.   

 

Conclusion  

Collective memory is based on historical memory, which can be attained only through 

written materials, and history, the remembered past as Halbwachs terms it, survives more 

effectively with the aid of collective memory because it is actively engaged in the formation of a 

certain identity in a current period. Memories of Koguryŏ throughout Koryŏ period are best 

understood in this framework. It is usually said that the memories of Koguryŏ, which appeared 

strong in early Koryŏ and were gradually overshadowed by a Silla-centered prospective, were 

rejuvenated later under military regimes when Koryŏ was fighting against Mongol invasions. 

Although these memories of Koguryŏ happened to appear more often after the thirteenth century, 

the consistent awareness of Koguryŏ and its memory by Koryŏ kings and literati strongly 

indicate that Koguryŏ had been already embraced in the collective memories of Koryŏ’s ruling 

class. Koryŏ kings often visited the shrine of King Tongmyŏng for various occasions including 

during the war with Jin, and, more importantly, their visits and interest in King Tongmyŏng 

occurred frequently throughout the dynasty rather than during specific periods. Although the 

Myoch’ŏng Rebellion certainly contributed to the revival of Koguryŏ memories, Koryŏ kings 

had already paid tribute to King Tongmyŏng’s shrine before the twelfth century, and their 

referring to him as Yejo, the founder of the dynasty, should be understood as an outcome of the 

��������������������������������������������������������
119 Mogŭn sigo, 2:9. Д�ΡΌƊ ϔ. “…ɛԑïύȕ˪ќ…”  
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persistent awareness of Koguryŏ’s past in the Koryŏ period.  

The strong Buddhistic tradition that emphasized Koguryŏ is another piece of evidence 

supporting the importance of Koguryŏ in the collective memory of Koryŏ elites. They frequently 

recalled the old kingdom in various writings, and as the first kingdom to adopt Buddhism, 

Koguryŏ could not be downplayed in Koryŏ culture since Buddhism was prevalent. This is why 

Buddhist monks such as Kakhun and Iryŏn stressed the historical significance of Koguryŏ in 

their writings. Ironically, it was Confucianism, though, that made it possible for Koguryŏ to 

attain a very special meaning in Korean history and to eventually consolidate its status in the 

collective memory of Koreans. The region where Kija resided after leaving China belonged to 

Koguryŏ during the Three Kingdoms period, and as long as Kija was remembered in Korean 

history, Koguryŏ was also highlighted by Confucian literati as a sacred area. Once Iryŏn 

connected Koguryŏ to Old Chosŏn by stating Chumong was a son of Tan’gun, Koguryŏ was now 

even understood as a bridge between Kija Chosŏn and Koryŏ.  

The representation of Koguryŏ in terms of its relationship to Kija was further amplified 

by the notion of the Samhan. Because Mahan was related to Kija Chosŏn, the Koryŏ literati 

matched Koguryŏ to Mahan, and the Samhan were eventually understood as referring to Korea 

as a whole state instead of to three individual political or ethnic entities in Korean history. 

Koguryŏ was then arguably perceived as a part of not only the political and cultural spheres, but 

also as their ethnic heritage by the Koryŏ literati since Tan’gun was considered to be a common 

ancestor of the Samhan.  

Koryŏ literati had never doubted Koguryŏ’s position as a part of Korean history, and the 

evidence showing the traces of Koguryŏ in all three spheres – political, cultural, and ethnic – 

confirms that Koguryŏ had been firmly embedded in the collective memory during the Koryŏ 
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period. The instance of collective memory in the discourse of memories of Koguryŏ during the 

Koryŏ period is certainly different from the modern sense of collective memory as discussed in 

contemporary articles by scholars including Halbwachs because those who maintained the 

memories of Koguryŏ were strictly limited to the elites, such as kings and literati. Meanwhile, 

the view of Koguryŏ held by the common Koryŏ people still remains a question to be answered. 

However, considering that these literati managed to remain at the core of political power 

throughout most of Korean history until as late as the nineteenth century, the importance of the 

literati’s construction of Koguryŏ memories as part of the collective memory should not be 

downplayed by any means. Regardless of whether Koryŏ people actually expected that Koguryŏ 

would develop further in their collective memory, or whether they could have imagined that it 

would become even more closely related to the rise of nationalism in Korea more than six 

hundred years later, the images and memories of Koguryŏ they adapted provided a model for 

later generations, and were continuously maintained by the Confucian literati during the Chosŏn 

dynasty. Once it was embedded in the collective memory during Koryŏ, Koguryŏ has never been 

forgotten and has managed to maintain its special status until today. Arguably, Koryŏ literati 

brought the old kingdom into their collective memory on their own, and they certainly built a 

solid foundation for Koguryŏ’s survival in the subsequent collective memory of Korean history.   
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Chapter Three  

 

Sustaining Collectivity in the Conflict of Political Interests 

  

Introduction 

The international political situation of East Asia in the fourteenth century rapidly 

changed. While the Yuan dynasty was declining fast in the midst of the chaos caused by 

competition for political power among the ruling class, constant rebellions by groups such as the 

Red Turbans, inspired by the White Lotus Society, arose in China, and Zhu Yuanzhang (чͯϝ, 

1328-1398; r. 1368-1398), the first emperor of the Ming dynasty, was one of the leaders of these 

rebellions. Dynastic change in China certainly influenced the political situation on the Korean 

peninsula, which was punctuated by its own dynastic change as well from Koryŏ to Chosŏn.  

Because Yi Sŏng-gye, King T’aejo of the Chosŏn dynasty, was able to seize political 

power after withdrawing his army from the expedition to Liaodong, and the Ming dynasty was 

established by native Chinese people, the perspectives on Koguryŏ now became more 

complicated than before. First, since Liaodong was a part of the old territory of Koguryŏ and had 

been considered very important throughout the history of conflict between Koguryŏ and China, 

Koguryŏ issues related to Liaodong consequently drew considerable attention from the Ming. 

This possible tension in the relationship with the Ming emerged as an urgent issue for the ruling 

class of the newly established Chosŏn. Secondly, the Confucian literati who emerged as 

important intellectual figures during the Koryŏ-Chosŏn transition were devoted to Confucian 

teachings on the one hand, but they also needed to find a model of military strength and turned to 
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Koguryŏ’s success in defending itself against Chinese invaders, which had been virtually ignored 

while authoritarian rulers constructed a centralized political structure. Due to the complexity of 

the issue, it became inevitable for Koguryŏ to be viewed from many different aspects by Chosŏn, 

not only to maintain its legitimate position in the history from Old Chosŏn of Tan’gun and 

Koryŏ, but also to ease the growing tension in the relationship with the Ming dynasty. 

In this chapter, I will review various tensions between Chosŏn and the Ming surrounding 

Liaodong and other issues including tribute and exchanges of envoys between the late fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries. The changes in the perception of Koguryŏ during those years show how a 

certain collective memory can be portrayed and altered differently in response to the changes in 

circumstances caused by both international and domestic policies. Therefore, I will analyze how 

these issues affected the views of Koguryŏ that were embedded in the collective memories of the 

literati during the early Chosŏn period, and how the Confucian literati of Chosŏn responded. An 

examination of the historical documents and the Chosŏn literati’s writings published in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries will help us understand the relationship between society and the 

(re)construction of the collective memories about Koguryŏ. Because these documents were 

mostly written by Confucian literati who contributed to the establishment of the Chosŏn dynasty, 

they provide information on how Koguryŏ was positioned and understood in the Confucian 

historiography, which had to achieve dual tasks: maintaining peace with the Ming, the new 

regime mandated by Heaven; and keeping the proud past of their Chosŏn as symbolized by many 

victories against foreign invasions.    

Finally, I will address the issue of legitimacy in Korean history. Since Tan’gun was 

emphasized as a common ancestor of the Korean people, Tan’gun’s Old Chosŏn has been 

generally recorded as the first political entity in Korean history. Thus, constructing hereditary 
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lineages in Korean history has been a controversial issue throughout Korean historiography, and 

Chosŏn literati also expressed their awareness of the importance of building historical lineages 

for their dynasty’s claim to historical legitimacy. Furthermore, there were different perspectives 

expressed on Old Chosŏn and Koguryŏ, depending on the Chosŏn Confucian literati’s affiliation. 

While those who actively engaged in politics by serving in the court seemed to be inclined to 

emphasize practical aspects such as Koguryŏ’s military strength, another group who chose to 

keep themselves from taking government posts paid more attention to a different aspect by 

emphasizing the connections to Kija in their memories of Koguryŏ. Additionally, how Koguryŏ 

should be treated in the Three Kingdoms period and how their legitimacy had been transmitted 

from Tan’gun’s Old Chosŏn to Chosŏn were some questions that the Confucian literati of 

Chosŏn consistently faced throughout the Chosŏn period. Thus I will examine how Koguryŏ was 

understood in early Chosŏn and what influenced the projection of Koguryŏ memories.   

 

I. Facing the Dilemma  

When the Ming dynasty was established and the Yuan was forced back to the north of 

China, Koryŏ welcomed the dynastic change in China, and was very hopeful in maintaining a 

good relationship with the new state. Soon after acknowledging the Ming victory over the Yuan, 

Koryŏ expressed its intention to the Ming. King Kongmin (�Ǒ͒, 1330-1374; r. 1351-1374) 

stopped using “Chijŏng” (ѥБ), the Yuan reign title, and replaced it with �Hongmu” (Ջƿ), the 

reign title for Emperor Taizu (ӜЫ) of the Ming.120 One of the reasons for Koryŏ’s preference for 

��������������������������������������������������������
120 Interestingly, just a month before a Ming envoy arrived at Koryŏ, Koryŏ and Yuan exchanged envoys with royal 
letters. In his letter, King Kongmin expressed his appreciation to the Yuan emperor for giving him a high title, and 
even encouraged Yuan to pacify. (Koryŏsa, 41:21-3.) It was only four days after the Ming’s envoy’s return that 
Koryŏ decided to stop using the Chijŏng reign title, and just three days after that, Koryŏ sent envoys to Ming with a 
monograph exalting Emperor Taizu of Ming, comparing him with Emperor Shun (ˆ) and Tang (ӛ). See Ibid., 
41:24. “…՝ЙӸԇǅƨƠˆ, ͚ѡ躋ӛ…” In 1370, Koryŏ also sent the imperial seal of Yuan to Ming when 
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the Ming was the Yuan’s heavy pressure in terms of tributary obligations. Since the mid-

thirteenth century, the Yuan had strongly interfered in Koryŏ politics, and satisfying the Yuan’s 

demands for tribute had caused ongoing, serious problems in Koryŏ. Because Koryŏ had to take 

care of their visits to Yuan with their own revenue and also prepare all the tribute items that the 

Yuan demanded, the resulting series of royal visits to the Yuan and satisfying Yuan tribute 

demands became a serious issue for Koryŏ. The most notorious of the Yuan’s demands was their 

request for women. Ever since the Mongols had asked for young girls after defeating the Khitan, 

women were constantly on the list of the Yuan tribute demands,121 and in order to meet the quota 

for women, Koryŏ even established a special office to search for women to send as tribute.122 It is 

obvious that Koryŏ’s Confucian literati were not in favor of the Yuan’s demands for Koryŏ 

women. Yi Kok, who had studied in Yuan, even wrote a memorial to plead with the Yuan 

emperor to stop bringing Koryŏ women to the Yuan by stating that it was a vicious practice 

against humanity.123  

When the Ming replaced the Yuan in China, the Koryŏ Confucian literati were very 

hopeful about the end of the heavy tribute duty and expected a more humane and virtuous regime 

that would possibly build a close relationship between their states. As a result, they did not hide 
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
informing that they had started using Ming’s reign title. See Ibid., 42:15 and 17.  
  
121 Yuan needed women to marry their soldiers. Koryŏ women also became maids or servants to the Yuan royal 
family and ruling class. Some of the tribute women were able to gain political power in Yuan and managed to 
exercise their power in Koryŏ court through family ties. The Ki clan gained political power in Koryŏ court when 
Lady Ki (æ՝լ, fl. fourteenth century) sent to the Yuan as a tribute woman, became the Empress of the Yuan. Ki 
Ch’ŏl (æҞ, ?-1356), her brother enjoyed privilege while serving as a high-ranking official before being murdered 
in the middle of an anti-Yuan campaign in the Koryŏ court during King Kongmin’s reign.  
 
122 Ibid., 27:46. Because Koryŏ women did not want to marry Yuan men, Koryŏ had to find women among widows, 
wives of rebels, and daughters of Buddhist monks. This brought a change in marriage customs in Koryŏ, as people 
tried to get their daughters married at a very early age in order to avoid being sent to the Yuan.  
  
123 Kajŏng chip, 8:2-5. ę̜�ҧӪӃĹÿɰ. In order to convince the Yuan emperor, Yi even mentioned Emperor 
Shizu’s (ʒЫ, 1215-1294; r. 1260-1294) accomplishments.  
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their support for the Ming and strongly argued Koryŏ should cultivate a relationship with the 

Ming, not the Yuan. Chŏng To-jŏn was one of the main figures who insisted that his state should 

maintain a close relationship with the Ming. In 1375, Chŏng argued that Koryŏ should inform 

the Ming of the death of King Kongmin, and did not sign the letter to the Yuan emperor, saying 

that it would have been against the late King Kongmin’s will. He was even sent into exile when 

he said that he would kill Yuan envoys and send them to the Ming if he was ordered to welcome 

them.124  

Dynastic change in China, however, did not bring as much benefit to their state as the 

Confucian literati of Koryŏ/Chosŏn had hoped. Although Koryŏ showed its willingness to build a 

close relationship, the Ming, like the Yuan, constantly asked Koryŏ to send tributes, including 

women and thousands of horses. Koryŏ even sent Chŏng Mong-ju (Еƶф, 1337-1392) as an 

envoy to the Ming in order to appeal for some relief from the Ming’s tributary requests.125 This 

situation did not change much even after Chosŏn was established. In 1394, the number of horses 

that the Ming demanded even numbered up to ten thousand, and additionally, eunuchs were also 

requested.126 Therefore, it is not surprising that Confucian literati in Chosŏn were deeply 

disappointed with the Ming’s demands and its claim of taking over the Yuan’s rights over Korea. 

This conflict that Chosŏn had with Ming was also revealed in the disputes regarding territorial 

claims to such areas as the north of Ch’ŏllyŏng (ҟŞ) and Liaodong, and because of the conflict 

regarding these regions, Koguryŏ memories among Chosŏn literati were affected.  

��������������������������������������������������������
124 Koryŏsa chŏryo (�ŔɁЄ͖), 30:4-5. Interestingly, this incident about Chŏng’s expression of strong animosity 
against Yuan was not recorded in the Koryŏsa.  
 
125 Koryŏsa, 136:3-4. Ming agreed to reduce the tributary amount while criticizing Koryŏ’s unwillingness to keep its 
promise. King U of Koryŏ sent another envoy to the Ming in order to thank them for adjusting the tributary amount. 
Ibid., 136:7-10.  
 
126 T’aejo sillok (ӜЫˮŬ), 5:17.  
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Ever since the fall of Koguryŏ, Liaodong had remained under non-Korean control 

throughout the Liao, Jin and Yuan dynasties. It was in the late fourteenth century that the tension 

between Koryŏ/Chosŏn and the Ming escalated over this region. After replacing the Yuan, the 

Ming claimed its right over the area north of Ch’ŏllyŏng where a Yuan regional office had once 

been located,127 and Koryŏ responded to that request with a military campaign to retake 

Liaodong.128 The exact location of Ch’ŏllyŏng during the Koryŏ period is not clear. While 

traditional scholarship in Korea assumed that it was located between the current Kangwŏn (AͰ) 

and southern Hamgyŏng (ԓi) provinces, a new argument suggests that it more likely existed in 

Liaodong rather than on the Korean peninsula, and that this is why Koryŏ tried to launch a 

military campaign to Liaodong in response to the Ming’s claim over Ch’ŏllyŏng. Regardless of 

which view one takes, Ch’ŏllyŏng was inside the old Koguryŏ territory. In addition, it is 

worthwhile to note Yi Sŏng-gye was able to seize political power and eventually replaced Koryŏ 

with his Chosŏn dynasty after withdrawing his army from the military campaign toward 

Liaodong against royal orders. In other words, Liaodong possessed historical meaning in many 

respects for the Chosŏn literati, and it was hard for Chosŏn to discard any interest in this region. 

Besides, it was not the first occasion that the Liaodong region had caught the attention of the 

Koryŏ ruling class. From 1369 through 1370, Yi Sŏng-gye himself had already campaigned 

��������������������������������������������������������
127 Koryŏsa, 137:4. “…ҟŞ�ȦʝͯЧ並, ŝÎњűĸ…”  
 
128 It is interesting to note that Yi Cha-ch’un (ƃύҽ, 1315-1361), father of Yi Sŏng-gye contributed toward 
regaining control of the area north of the Ch’ŏllyŏng region during the late Koryŏ period. According to the Koryŏsa 
and T’aejo sillok, Yi Cha-ch’un was a local official in this region and responded from within when Koryŏ attacked 
Yuan to recapture the region. He was rewarded for his role and allowed to stay at the capital after Koryŏ recovered 
this region. Koryŏsa, 38:30 and 39:2; T’aejo sillok, 1:4-5. “…ՙЫω`̺͒΄͐…͒ѱՙЫ΂ĚђĚȘɂȊf, ɓ
eПφ², ςŹPњ.” Because Yi Cha-ch’un was father of King T’aejo of the Chosŏn dynasty, he was recorded as 
�Hwanjo” (ՙЫ) in the Koryŏsa and the Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty. Considering his father’s involvement in 
recovering this region, it is unlikely that Yi Sŏng-gye consented to the Ming’s claims and felt favorably toward the 
Ming from the beginning in spite of his disagreement with the plan to attack the Ming in order to conquer Liaodong.  
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successfully there following King Kongmin’s order.129 However, it is not clear how King 

Kongmin perceived this area, according to the historical documents. The Koryŏsa reports the 

surrender of the people residing in this region to Yi Sŏng-gye as follows: 

 

…ĸĂȚķѤƃ͆ũңƱ˸…͆ũңƱ˸ŋĦϼ˷λì<ϢǦ͐, 

͆ɼȏ�Ŕοͷ΂˪ȊʢɛǮ̤ԼF…  

 
… Yi O-ro was Vice Magistrate of Tongnyŏng prefecture… After the first 

battle against us, Yi disarmed himself and bowed twice. He then surrendered 
with about three hundreds households while saying that he would like to serve 
because his ancestors were originally from Koryŏ…130  

 

 

What is interesting here is that the leader of the people in that region identified their 

ancestors as people of Koryŏ when they surrendered to Yi. Although it was not clear whether 

Koryŏ here actually meant Koguryŏ or Koryŏ, it is more likely he was referring to Koguryŏ 

because Liaodong had never been directly controlled by Koryŏ. Additionally, the last name of a 

chief in that region, who decided not to surrender and eventually escaped during the night after 

Yi Sŏng-gye’s attack, was Ko, which was also the surname of the Koguryŏ kings.131 Although 

there is no additional evidence supporting the historical/genealogical tie between people in 

Liaodong and those from Koguryŏ, it is very plausible that some vivid memories of Koguryŏ 

remained strong among the residents in Liaodong, considering that they themselves first 

mentioned their genealogical bond with the Koguryŏ people. In contrast to the obvious trace of 
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129 Ibid., 41:28. “…aͯʭϚ\ĸĂȚ, γЅȦͯ.”  
�
130 Ibid., 42:1. “ңƱ˸” is Chinese pronunciation for “Temür.”  
 
131 Ibid., 42:1-2. “…âһ�˽΁ʭմԇ
ʉQʬ, ˹ɉ;њ…˽΁ìҎ孥縋ʉ̊Ľ…”  
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Koguryŏ memories in Liaodong, it is not clear, though, that King Kongmin launched a military 

campaign to Liaodong with the idea of irredentism in order to recover the old Koguryŏ 

territory. Although both the north of Ch’ŏllyŏng and Liaodong had belonged to Koguryŏ in the 

past, it is more likely that what King Kongmin was trying to do was to become independent 

from the Yuan’s interference by taking advantage of the political change in China rather than to 

realize the irredentism of Koguryŏ memories.132 In fact, Yi Sŏng-gye went back to Kaegyŏng, 

the capital of Koryŏ quickly, without implanting any specific methods to solidify control over 

the Liaodong region, and as a result, Liaodong eventually came under Ming control. What is 

important in this incident is that the people of Liaodong apparently felt a certain degree of ties 

with Koryŏ (and Chosŏn) people through Koguryŏ, no matter how King Kongmin perceived 

this region, and consequently, it is not surprising that the Ming court showed concern about this 

region.  

The Ming had been monitoring what was happening in Liaodong. In 1393, the Regional 

Military Commissioner of Liaodong reported to the Ming court that Chosŏn was trying to cross 

the Amnok (̅ū, Ch. Yalu) River with about 500 Jurchens.133 The Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty 

also state that there was a serious discussion about a military campaign to Liaodong in the late 

fourteenth century. The T’aejo sillok reports that Chŏng To-jŏn once asked King T’aejo for 

permission to bring an army to the northern border, but he was criticized by other officials such 

as Cho Chun (Юя, 1346-1405) and his request was eventually declined by King T’aejo.134 The 
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132 King Kongmin had never officially expressed irredentism for Koguryŏ territory regarding his campaign to the 
north of the Ch’ŏllyŏng and Liaodong regions.  
 
133 Ming shi (ƨɁ), 320:8284. “…űĸįўղɀɂх, Чʂ½Ҭτÿѧ̈́Ǯ̤ο, Ϙħ̅ūA, ͘ωµ…” Emperor 
Taizu sent a letter to Yi Sŏng-gye to warn him not to cause any conflict in this region and Yi responded by sending 
people from Liaodong back to the Ming with other tributes.  
 
134 T’aejo sillok, 11:16.  
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T’aejong sillok (ӜиˮŬ) more clearly indicates that it was Chŏng To-jŏn who planned it and 

strongly urged Yi Sŏng-gye to authorize the conquest of Liaodong. It even explains that Chŏng 

tried to convince Yi to attack the Ming because he was afraid of being sent to the Ming whose 

emperor was displeased by a memorial authored by Chŏng.135  

It is worthwhile to examine Chosŏn’s response carefully. It is true that Chŏng consistently 

tried to reform the military structure and was devoted to training soldiers after Chosŏn was 

established. Chŏng often wrote about military reforms and tactics,136 and The Annals of the 

Chosŏn Dynasty cites a military project planned by Chŏng as the main reason for the conflict 

between Chosŏn and the Ming in the late fourteenth century. According to The Annals of the 

Chosŏn Dynasty, Chŏng To-jŏn’s personal animosity against Emperor Taizu was implied to be a 

main factor behind his continual urging for a military campaign to Liaodong. Recent scholarship, 

however, questions this interpretation while pointing out that Chŏng’s military reform had 

already been launched before the Ming asked Chosŏn to send Chŏng. Scholars who understand 

Chŏng To-jŏn’s dedication to Liaodong as a sign of irredentism for the old Koguryŏ territory 

explain that it was Chŏng’s strong will to conquer Liaodong that resulted in the Ming’s insistent 

summons of Chŏng To-jŏn.137  

It is doubtful, however, whether Chŏng truly considered conquering Liaodong by force 

soon after the Ming replaced the Yuan in China. As briefly mentioned before, Chŏng To-jŏn had 

been insisting Koryŏ/Chosŏn should maintain a close relationship with the newly emerged Ming, 
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135 T’aejong sillok, 9:25. “…Įϸ˙΂ӬɛÂȚȾ, Ӕѵȕԝ, ý΢ưγ΂S½λЅӌè"ƤՏ…˲búΞ, ɀΞɜ
ɰ͐ɄжζřŏԠζȯ, "γˎ˙ȋĸƨњº̏…” 
 
136 Ibid., 5:12-14.  
 
137 Pak Wŏn-ho, Myŏngch’o Chosŏn kwan’gyesa yŏn’gu (Study of the Relationship between Chosŏn and Ming from 
1368 through the mid-fifteenth Century) (Seoul: Ilchogak, 2002), 335-336.  
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and it is very unlikely that he was willing to jeopardize Chosŏn’s relationship with the Ming by 

launching a military campaign to Liaodong during the first few years of Chosŏn.138 Besides, in 

his letter to the Ming emperor answering the emperor’s questions regarding Chosŏn’s attitude 

toward the Ming, Yi Sŏng-gye tried to clear himself of the accusations by the Ming emperor, 

saying that Yi had even killed Chŏng Mong-ju because he was planning to attack Liaodong.139 

Therefore, it is hard to believe that Chŏng To-jŏn had seriously planned a military campaign to 

Liaodong as stated in The Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty.  

Although scholars generally agree that Chŏng s military reforms were designed to 

prepare for a military expedition to Liaodong, it seems more likely that what he really tried to do 

was to abolish private armies in order to strengthen the national military forces. It was not 

unusual for high-ranking officials or members of the royal family to retain private armies in this 

period, and Chŏng strongly believed that the existence of private armies would keep Chosŏn 

from being a strong state militarily, and that they posed a threat to the state. Coincidently, Yi 

Pang-wŏn, who became King T’aejong, the third king of the Chosŏn dynasty, was one of those 

who possessed a strong private army, and Chŏng was murdered later by Yi in the middle of a 

power struggle over the succession to the throne.140 It does not seem mere coincidence that the 
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138 Regarding Chŏng To-jŏn’s dedication to a military campaign to Liaodong, Han Yŏng-u argues that Chŏng’s pro-
Ming attitude was a means of hiding his real interest. To support his argument, Han cites one of Chŏng’s poems 
where he said that Hamju (ԓц, Hamhŭng (ԓպ)) was the original center of their state. Sambong chip (ɛȒѹ), 2:7. 
͡ȡԓцƑįŘӺĭђ. “…ԓцͰ˘½ђ̆.” See Han Yŏng-u, Chosŏn chŏn’gi sahaksa yŏn’gu (Study of 
Historiography in Early Chosŏn) (Seoul: Seoul National University Press, 1981), 23. Hamju, however, was located 
on the northeast coast of the Korean peninsula, and it seems that Chŏng just emphasized the emotional meaning of 
Hamju as the hometown of the Chosŏn royal family, not provoking a military campaign to Ming.  
 
139 T’aejo sillok, 5:6-9. Actually, Yi Sŏng-gye lamented Chŏng Mong-ju’s death as he was afraid of being criticized 
for murdering a loyal official of Koryŏ. (Koryŏsa, 117:19). In the Sillok, however, he justified killing Chŏng Mong-
ju while linking him to the military campaign to Liaodong.  
 
140 Although both Yi Pang-wŏn and Chŏng To-jŏn agreed with the larger plan to replace Koryŏ with Chosŏn, there 
was a fundamental difference in their view about how the new dynasty should be run. While Chŏng tried to maintain 
a balance between the king and subjects through the bureaucracy, Yi strongly believed that Chosŏn should be an 
absolute monarchic state where the king held all political power over his subjects. Differences in their views 
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T’aejo sillok (ӜЫˮŬ) compiled during King T’aejong’s reign repeatedly accused Chŏng To-

jŏn of seriously planning a military campaign to take Liaodong.   

The Ming’s distrust of Chosŏn persisted until the mid-fifteenth century. Although the 

Chosŏn-Ming relationship improved a bit once King T’aejong and Emperor Chengzu (ʌЫ, 

1360-1424; r. 1402-1424) were enthroned in their respective states, Chosŏn still suffered from 

Ming tributary demands. Despite suffering from heavy tributary demands including horses, local 

products, exotic animals, gold, silver, and even young girls, Chosŏn had no choice but to keep 

complying with the Ming’s various requests while trying not to irritate the Ming, and was not 

able to be aggressive in the matter of their territorial claim to the Liaodong region. Previously, Yi 

Sŏng-gye had responded to the Ming emperor’s inquiries by saying that he would not cause any 

problems in this region,141 and during King T’aejong’s reign, Chosŏn consistently sent people 

from Liaodong back to Ming, and even consented to the Ming’s control over Liaodong. It is 

worthwhile to note that the tension between the Ming and Koryŏ/Chosŏn originated from the 

Ming’s claim of control over the area north of Ch’ŏllyŏng. It is true that the Ming expressed its 

interest in establishing an administrational post to take over sovereignty of that area, but it is not 

likely that the Ming took the issue very seriously. Rather, the Ming’s claim seemed to have been 

verbal only, and the Ming deliberately raised tension with Koryŏ to intimidate Koryŏ. Koryŏ’s 

inclination toward the Northern Yuan in this period must have bothered the Ming; therefore, they 

probably felt it necessary to make Koryŏ realize that the Ming was defeating and replacing the 

Yuan in every aspect.142 Actually, the Ming did not cause any more problems regarding the issue 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
necessarily caused tension between them, and Chŏng’s proposal for military reform was probably very hard for Yi to 
agree to.  
 
141 T’aejo sillok, 3:10-11.  
 
142 It is not surprising that Ming did not trust Koryŏ in this period. Although King Kongmin tried to stop the Yuan’s 
interference and maintained a close relationship with the Ming, Koryŏ had been the Yuan’s son-in-law state for 
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of Ch’ollyŏng after Yi Sŏng-gye seized political power in the Koryŏ court. After retreating from 

the military expedition to Liaodong in 1388 at Wihwa Island (΀Ռģ), Yi consistently showed 

his intention to make peace with the Ming. Yi Sŏng-gye clearly lowered himself in the 

relationship with the Ming emperor even after establishing his new dynasty and continued to ask 

for the endorsement of the Ming emperor in spite of the Ming’s rejection.143 Yi even asked the 

Ming emperor to select the name of his new dynasty when the Ming emperor asked the name of 

the new dynasty.144 Not only because the area north of Ch’ŏllyŏng was too far for the Ming to 

control directly,145 but also because the area east of the Liao River was conceded to be Ming 

territory instead, the Ming did not cause any more tensions with Chosŏn regarding these 

regions.146 

Probably because of the initial tensions with the Ming, Chosŏn appears to have been 

careful about emphasizing the history of Koguryŏ until the mid-fifteenth century when Chosŏn-

Ming relations had improved, and Liaodong was one of the key factors that kept Chosŏn from 

affirming Koguryŏ in a positive tone. While looking for peace with the Ming and needing the 

Ming’s endorsement desperately, there were not many choices for Chosŏn to take in recalling 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
several decades. In addition, many high-ranking officials in the Koryŏ court with political power after King 
Kongmin’s death still held a pro-Yuan attitude until Yi Sŏng-gye’s military coup in 1388.  
 
143 T’aejo sillok, 1:56. “…ɀЮƋȡeѱӾ͐, ÊѤ�Ŕ½Ⱦ˪Ƭ̜ȉΉʕǤ…ѥƽѰҽ,ƚպɉŒϚǳűĸ,γ˪΂
įӢɀ…˪Ѓϒā,ʕǤȕ"γǳɜ½њg…”  
 
144 Ibid., 2:15-16. “…ǅɰĠ͐, ½lԈՃʍӊŋȂ…ʐϏԣ˪ÊѤ½Ⱦ, ϊǄ½Ճ. ˪̢½ο7ջͥЂ. ˪ЃɋΉΊ
½ƍՃʑȸʕ˪ʖ8ҘӲ. ÙϚЧʂՍĂŀՃǆđ, ҖҳȉƜӃϒʐϧ…” 
 
145 Emperor Taizu once implied already that Koryŏ was too far away to put under direct control of China. Ming shi, 
324:8283. “…Йγ�ŔǶҏĸͩ, ȸђ½ʖӆ…”   
 
146 There is no absolute record that states Chosŏn consented to Ming control over the Liaodong region on the 
condition that the Ming would not claim its sovereignty over the region north of Ch’ŏllyŏng. But Chosŏn did not 
reveal any regret that the Ming took the Liaodong region, and coincidently the Ming also did not show any more 
deep interest in the area north of Ch’ŏllyŏng.  
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Koguryŏ, which had had a long history of conflict with various Chinese dynasties. It had not 

been unusual for Koguryŏ to confront Chinese power throughout its history, and it indeed 

defeated Chinese armies repeatedly in the seventh century, including the one led directly by 

Emperor Taizong of Tang. Therefore, the history of Koguryŏ in terms of its military success was 

consequently downplayed and even criticized in favor of China by Chosŏn literati in order not to 

irritate the Ming through the early fifteenth century. For example, in the Tongguk saryak 

(ĸ½ɁŌ), published in 1403 under the supervision of Kwŏn Kŭn (ÊÚ, 1352-1409),147 the 

Koguryŏ king was harshly criticized for performing a sacrificial ceremony to heaven. According 

to Kwŏn, those ceremonies should have been performed by the ruler of a large country who had 

a heavenly mandate, meaning the emperor of China. Because the Koguryŏ king was, however, 

not qualified to perform this ceremony, it was considered a serious violation of ritual and also 

proof of his extreme arrogance. Therefore, it is not surprising at all that the ceremony did not go 

well.148 Kwŏn was also very critical of King Kwanggaet’o (¤NӠ͒, 374-412; r. 391-412) for 

his military success against Paekche. Although Koguryŏ and Paekche had a long history of 

fighting each other, in Kwŏn’s perspective, it was not acceptable for King Kwanggaet’o to 

launch a military attack during the mourning period for his own father’s death.149 Another 

interesting point is that no comment on Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s victory over Sui in 612 can be found in 

��������������������������������������������������������
147 There are a few other books of the same title, Tongguk saryak. One of them was compiled by Pak Sang (Ǖɦ, 
1474-1530) in the early sixteenth century. To distinguish these two, Pak’s Tongguk saryak will be addressed as the 
Tongguk saryak (P) hereafter.  
 
148 Yangch’on chip (̓ұѹ), 34:2-3. When the king of Koguryŏ prepared a sacrificial ceremony to heaven, a hog 
that was supposed to be sacrificed ran away, and the king executed two people in charge.  
 
149 Tongguk saryak, 3:6 and Yangch’on chip, 34:8-9. Here Kwŏn Kŭn mentioned that there were some other opinions 
about what King Kwanggaet’o had done, which complimented him for getting vengeance for his father. But Kwŏn 
strongly argued that King Kwanggaet’o should have waited at least three years until the mourning period was over 
before attacking Paekche.  
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Kwŏn Kŭn’s writings. Although it is not clear what kept him from mentioning one of the most 

important events in Koguryŏ’s history, the political situation between Chosŏn and the Ming 

during Kwŏn’s time suggests that his omission of Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s achievement was likely 

intentional and because Kwŏn probably believed that it would be best not to record that the 

decline and demise of the Sui was propelled by its unsuccessful military campaign against 

Koguryŏ.  

Chosŏn’s possible consent to the Ming’s claim over the Liaodong region, however, did 

not mean that they forgot their ties to Koguryŏ. Even in a text written to blame Chŏng To-jŏn for 

his potential military campaign against Liaodong, King Tongmyŏng of Koguryŏ was also 

mentioned.150 It was just too hard for the Confucian literati of Chosŏn to compete with the Ming 

over a region that had been out of their direct control for almost 500 years. Perspectives on 

Koguryŏ, however, were presented differently during the mid-fifteenth century, and the 

recognition of its military strength was key to this change in understanding of Koguryŏ. I will 

examine how Koguryŏ was remembered by the Chosŏn literati through the mid-sixteenth century 

after the tension between Chosŏn and the Ming had eased, resulting in changes in the perception 

of Koguryŏ.  

 

II. Changing Perspectives and Focus   

A new perspective emphasizing Koguryŏ’s military strength emerged during King Sejo’s 

(ʒЫ, 1417-1468; r. 1455-1468) reign. King Sejo was especially concerned about finding a way 

to stabilize society and strengthen the foundation of the state. Because of his dedication to 

completing this reformation, he appointed supportive literati to important positions to help carry 

��������������������������������������������������������
150 T’aejong sillok, 9:25. “…ɀΞɜɰ͐ɄжζřŏԠζȯ, "γˎ˙ȋĸƨњº̏…”  
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out his reformation policy. Yang Sŏng-ji (Ŏʑњ, 1415-1482) was one of those who strongly 

supported King Sejo’s plan.151 With King Sejo’s trust, Yang made many proposals on various 

issues. Yang’s historical perspective can be found in his proposal on memorial ceremonies for the 

historic figures of previous dynasties. In contrast to Kwŏn Kŭn, who had criticized Koguryŏ’s 

performing a ritual ceremony to heaven because it should had been done only by the Chinese 

emperor, Yang strongly argued that Chosŏn should perform its own ceremony to heaven. What is 

really interesting here is Yang even included King Yŏngyang (嬰̓͒, ?-618; r. 590-618) and 

Ŭlchi Mundŏk of Koguryŏ in the memorial ceremony with the other figures.152 The only reason 

why King Yŏngyang was included by Yang was that he happened to be the king of Koguryŏ 

when Ŭlchi Mundŏk defeated Sui. At this time in Chosŏn, military strength was considered so 

important that it became a key factor in the recording and remembrance of a specific king in 

historical documents. Moreover, this was not the only occasion when Yang suggested a memorial 

ceremony for Ŭlchi Mundŏk. Emphasizing the importance of the military, Yang also argued for 

the establishment of a shrine for military heroes of previous dynasties, and he mentioned Ŭlchi 

Mundŏk again with Kim Yu-sin (÷Έˤ, 595-673) and other military officials of the Koryŏ and 

Chosŏn periods.153 All of these proposals were accepted by King Sejo, which reveals that 

Koguryŏ’s military strength had become a source of pride in how Chosŏn literati recalled their 
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151 King Sejo’s trust of Yang Sŏng-ji was so strong that he even referred to Yang as his Zhuge Kongming (Р5�ƨ, 
181-234), the great strategist and stateman of the state of Shu Han (Ұԏ) in the third century. Nulchae chip (ąϩ
ѹ), 6:7. úͰÀЏ˿. “…ɜ̕ɋЏϽ΄÷ʬ͌͐Ŏʑњ̟њР5�ƨ̈…”  
 
152 Nulchae chip, 2:6. ӲΪβ˴ɃȾ [ОϺęÀɥ] and Sejo sillok (ʒЫˮŬ), 3:24-7. Here Yang also listed other 
military officials in previous dynasties such as Hŭkch’i Sangji (ոӋɠњ, 630-689) who tried to restore Paekche 
against the allied Silla-Tang forces in the seventh century and even Ch’oe Yŏng (ҴԵ, 1316-1388) who was 
executed by Yi Sŏng-gye.  
 
153 Ibid., 2:7-8. ӲΪβ˴ɃȾ [ƿʌƍƻ]. “…λƍƿʌƻОţǪˣŌΧǅƻИĤ, ͡γ˦łњ÷Έˤ�´ŔњΠњ
ǅğ…ǪԞ.”; Sejo sillok, 3:24-7.   
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history, and this deserves more attention. Furthermore, King Sejo even stated publicly that 

Koguryŏ was the most powerful of the Three Kingdoms.154   

A new historical perspective and attempt to re-illuminate Koguryŏ during this period is 

also revealed in the text of the Samguksa chŏryo (ɛ½ɁЄ͖).155 It was completed in 1476 and 

recorded the period from Tan’gun’s Chosŏn to Koryŏ. Instead of including personal comments 

by its writers, the Samguksa chŏryo just introduces commentaries by previous writers such as 

Kim Pu-sik and Kwŏn Kŭn, who compiled the Samguk sagi and the Tongguk saryak, 

respectively. Although the perspectives of the writers of the Samguksa chŏryo on Koguryŏ did 

not appear publicly in its text, it is not difficult to see them from their tone in narrating some 

incidents relating to Koguryŏ. Compared to Kwŏn’s Tongguk saryak, the Samguksa chŏryo 

clearly mentions Koguryŏ in a very favorable tone. In the Samguksa chŏryo’a preface, Koguryŏ 

was praised highly for its strong military forces, which were able to keep defeating various 

foreign states including, Qi (У), Liang (Ŏ), Sui, and Tang. Additionally, their compliments of 

Koguryŏ here hardly fall short of their comments on Silla.156 Furthermore, Silla, Koguryŏ, and 

Paekche were treated fairly in the Samguksa chŏryo in terms of recording events not only in 

accordance with the Silla kings’ reigns. Unlike Kwŏn’s Tongguk saryak where Koguryŏ and 
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154 Sejo sillok, 22:10. “…ɜ͐ɛ½�´Ŕƒ@̛.”   
 
155 Although the Samguksa chŏryo was completed in 1476 during King Sŏngjong’s (ʌи, 1457-1494; r. 1469-1494) 
reign, it was King Sejo who first launched the project to write it. During King Sejo’s reign, Yang Sŏng-ji proposed to 
study their own history with that of China while emphasizing the value of “their” (Korean) history. Nulchae chip, 
1:27. ŮÀĮ˴βȾ [ǵϺę]. “…ĸǡњοĥѤΊђ½њʎλȕѤ�ĸ½њȾ˳΂ȕ"…”, 2:31. ҧϽEcEɁԌ. 
“…ʽВӞ̿ǅc�β˴ο…ɛ½Ɂñĸ½ɁŌ�ŔϹɁϑ̈́ο…”; Sejo sillok, 1:28 and 33:31. In response to 
Yang’s proposal, King Sejo ordered him to publish a book explaining history since the ancient states. See Sejo sillok, 
31:11. Although his name did not appear in the preface of the Samguksa chŏryo, it is very likely that Yang was 
involved in publication of the Samguksa chŏryo.  
 
156 Samguksa chŏryo, ɬ:2. “…˦łɛʊɥϸπի΂ЏŗĀéφҕ, �´ŔͮRűĸ½șǾ強ϰƪ͛QУŎԖʺĕ
ǮƕњɉҖԇӒâ�ĚŗĀ͡ΑżǮ…”  
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Paekche were discussed under the current Silla kings’ reigns, the Three Kingdoms were recorded 

separately according to the Chinese emperors’ reign years in the Samguksa chŏryo, and Kwŏn 

was even criticized for his use of Silla as the standard in his Tongguk saryak.157  

The Samguksa chŏryo also treated Koguryŏ’s military success against foreign invasions 

differently than the Tongguk saryak. The Samguksa chŏryo explained Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s victory 

over Sui in detail, praising him for his talents in both the military and literature. Moreover, it 

introduced Kim Pu-sik’s comment on Ŭlchi Mundŏk in which Kim referred Ŭlchi as a “noble 

man” [Àύ].158 For the account of battle between Koguryŏ and the Tang at Ansi Fortress 

(˽˖ʉ), the Samguksa chŏryo gives Kim Pu-sik’s comment at the very end in which Kim 

reveals his disappointment in not knowing the name of the Koguryŏ general who had defeated 

Emperor Taizong of the Tang, one of the greatest emperors in history.159   

The literati’s perspective of seeing Koguryŏ as a proud state in their historical lineage is 

even more evident in the Tongguk t’onggam (ĸ½ӣ;), completed in 1485. Since the Samguksa 

chŏryo was the product of the larger project of publishing the Tongguk t’onggam, most of their 

content covering the period up to the beginning of Koryŏ was very similar. What made the 

Tongguk t’onggam different from the Samguksa chŏryo was that it gave the writers’ 

commentaries on certain occasions, something that was missing in the Samguksa chŏryo. 

Regarding Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s victory, Tongguk t’onggam’s writers’ own evaluation was also 
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157  Ibid., ɬ:3. “…ÊÚǵCƳϔɁŌ…ӌγ˦łɼóխƥλ΂т…Ûγɼóխƥ΂т�њϺɁλǀRÒњȾƅλ
ȕˇ…”  
 
158 Ibid., 7:17. “…ΠџǅğϓѶ��ΊѡʲcԚʝǅ. ÷șˢ͐…�´Ŕφӳǡʕ½λćQњȕ·ϒȁλζƥâÂ
éѬϑǅğφοњŕ̈. ϸ͐ȕΊÀύâԈć½Ժˤϣ.”   
 
159 Ibid., 10:41. “÷șˢ͐ĕӜиʐƨȕʒҿњÀ…λĸЍњ̧Ӱ̖˽˖ӌâʉт"΄ՅXȸɠϑέλɁ˭âʊƦ
…˳"ɵ̈.”  
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recorded after Kim Pu-sik’s comments. In this evaluation, Ŭlchi Mundŏk was not only 

complimented for his victory, but also understood as one reason why Koguryŏ was considered a 

powerful state until its demise.160 In the account of the battle at Ansi Fortress, the Tongguk 

t’onggam writers also added extra comments after Kim Pu-sik’s, comparing the Koguryŏ general 

with a loyal figure in An Lushan’s (˽Ūɗ, ?-757) Rebellion.161 Still the Tongguk t’onggam 

introduced Kwŏn’s very critical comment on King Kwanggaet’o for his “untimely” military 

campaign against Paekche without any further explanation, and his military success was hardly 

recorded. However, unlike the Samguksa chŏryo, which was completed about ten years earlier, 

Koguryŏ’s victories over Sui and Tang were presented more proudly in the Tongguk t’onggam, 

and if we compare this new perspective on Koguryŏ with that of Kwŏn Kŭn, who obviously 

downplayed Koguryŏ’s military success against the Sui, it seems very likely that there was a 

change in the literati’s views on Koguryŏ from the late fourteenth century through the sixteenth 

century, which emphasized the practical aspects in which the literati of the Chosŏn court were 

very strongly interested.  

Positive perspectives on Koguryŏ’s military strength were also found in documents 

written by individuals, including Yu Hŭi-ryŏng’s (ŷռš, 1480-1552) P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk 

saryak (ӽТΣьĸ½ɁŌ) published in the 1520s. Unlike previous documents in which Silla 

was recorded before Koguryŏ and Paekche, Yu recorded histories of the Three Kingdoms in the 

order of Koguryŏ, Paekche, and Silla, explaining that Silla was directly connected to, and 
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160 Tongguk t’onggam, 6:8. “…�ŔњќӳϤφͩ…γφӶ̏~Â̍жԖҖԇњĚǾ, жդϹːǡњɒԫǅğ̛͠
…Җԇխʒγ͆ĸǡ΂�½λȕ8oǳϑòȸǅğр�ʺƍ΀şњ̤ŜԺ.”  
 
161 Ibid., 6:44. “…âӀή͡òԇ̖˂̈�ѻ˂њʖϰϑJŎʣ3�Īʢȕćʬʉλɍ. ʉтʖԖϑ�̣͡ćʬʉλ
ϹЄ΄њՅXȸɠњϦȕ̥ΪԺ.”  
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followed by, Koryŏ in history.162 It is worth noting that Koguryŏ’s victories against the Sui and 

Tang were recorded in length with detailed explanations in Yu’s writing.163 Interestingly, Yu did 

not mention anything about the poem written by Ŭlchi Mundŏk although he included comments 

made by authors of previous historical documents, such as Kim Pu-sik. Although it is possible 

that the poem was not mentioned because Yu was trying to control the size of his volume, he 

nevertheless recorded the Koguryŏ-Sui war in detail. In addition, the failed military expedition of 

Tang Emperor Taizong also appeared with a note that he had granted a prize to the Koguryŏ 

general who defeated the Tang army at Ansi Fortress.164 There is no strong indication showing 

that Yu was influenced directly by Yang Sŏng-ji while writing the P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk saryak. 

However, considering that his great-grandfather was listed as a Merit Subject who had helped 

King Sejo seize political power, and his grandfather had also served during King Sejo’s reign,165 

it is likely that his view of Koguryŏ through the prism of its military success led him to write 

Koguryŏ history in a very positive tone rather than just to evaluate incidents by strict Confucian 

principles, as Kwŏn Kŭn did in his Tongguk saryak.  

Re-evaluating Koguryŏ in terms of its military strength was very evident in various 

documents of those literati who served in main positions in the Chosŏn central court, especially 

since King Sejo’s reign, as shown in the case of Yang Sŏng-ji. Then, what caused the change in 

the understanding of Koguryŏ during this period, and how did the Ming respond to this new 

evaluation of Koguryŏ by the Chosŏn court? One of the factors that propelled the new 
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162 P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk saryak, ǲŢ. “…Ų̂ӴĀ΂ϹðγłӇƗϑ, ϸʯÚy̖�Ŕ̈.”  
 
163 Ibid., 1:69-71.  
 
164 Ibid., 1:74.  
 
165 Han Yŏng-u, Chosŏn chŏn’gi sahaksa yŏn’gu, 250-251.  
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perspectives on Koguryŏ’s military strength was King Sejo’s decision to construct a powerful 

state. King Sejo, a son of King Sejong (ʒи, 1397-1450; r. 1418-1450), was an uncle of King 

Tanjong (Đи, 1441-1457; r. 1452-1455), from whom he had taken the throne and later killed. 

Since he killed not only many officials but also his own siblings in order to become king, King 

Sejo was not fully supported by all of the Cheng-zhu Learning literati, and there were even a 

couple of plots to dethrone him, all of which were exposed and resulted in many executions.166 

Because he was free from the guilt of taking the throne by force, King Sejo tried hard to achieve 

his goal of strengthening the state, and Koguryŏ had to become a perfect model for his 

reformation. In order to pursue his plan, it was necessary, however, to maintain a good 

relationship with the Ming, because the Ming must have been very concerned about its 

neighbor’s “unusual” behaviors. Being aware of the need to quickly dissolve the Ming’s 

suspicions, King Sejo himself volunteered to go to the Ming as an envoy to report King 

Tanjong’s succession before taking the throne,167 and also later sent to the Ming officials whom 

he trusted the most in order to explain his own succession and obtain imperial endorsement.168 

Indeed, King Sejo had been vey successful at maintaining a good relationship with the Ming 

from the beginning. Quite interestingly, it took very little time for the Ming to allow King 
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166 Before becoming the seventh king of the Chosŏn Dynasty, King Sejo first killed high-ranking officials who 
supported King Tanjong in 1453. Once after taking the throne by the abdication of King Tanjong, King Sejo 
executed the former king, his own nephew, which caused serious protest from some Confucian literati. In spite of his 
controversial taking of the throne, King Sejo was considered to have helped establish a firm foundation for Chosŏn.  
 
167 Tanjong sillok (ĐиˮŬ), 3:7-8.  
 
168 It was Sin Suk-chu (˧ʿы, 1417-1475) who was sent by King Sejo as an envoy to the Ming. Sin was first 
appointed by King Sejong and one of the scholars in the Chiphyŏn chŏn (ѹԭϽ, Hall of Worthies). Although 
criticized for his support of King Sejo, Sin contributed to the publishing of many historical documents and rose to 
become Prime Minister in his career. King Sejo once compared his relationship with Sin to that between Emperor 
Taizong of Tang and Wei Zheng (΅Ѻ, 580-643).  
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Tanjong to yield the throne to King Sejo,169 and the emperor even informed King Sejo that he did 

not have to send exotic items to the Ming.170  

Although King Sejo’s individual effort to maintain close ties with the Ming helped 

construct the new memory of Koguryŏ that emerged during his reign, what was a more important 

factor in the renewed rise of Koguryŏ was the Ming’s situation in terms of its relationship with 

the Mongols and Jurchens. When the Ming emperor was captured by the Mongols in 1449, the 

Ming tried to gather military resources from its neighbors and Chosŏn responded in a hurry by 

sending five hundred horses. Additionally, whenever the regional officials of Liaodong reported 

a threat from the Jurchens, the Ming often ordered Chosŏn to attack the Jurchens with them, and 

sometimes even warned Chosŏn not to secretly contact the Jurchens against Ming’s will.171 After 

that, Chosŏn often formed an alliance with the Ming to attack the Jurchens, and the Ming acted 

as a mediator between Chosŏn and the Jurchens when any dispute broke out between them. As a 

result, it became obvious to the Ming that no matter how many armies Chosŏn raised and what 

Chosŏn remembered of Koguryŏ, Chosŏn would not cause any trouble to the Ming in order to 

claim the old Koguryŏ territory. The Ming were convinced that Chosŏn’s surge of interest in 

Koguryŏ would never be a threat to the Ming as long as Chosŏn’s recalling Koguryŏ was for the 

purpose of stabilizing its society and completing reforms. All the military reforms and the 

emphasis on the military strength of Koguryŏ might have been reported to the Ming, but the 

Ming eventually believed that there was no need to worry about any possible conflict regarding 

territorial claim over Liaodong and other Chinese-controlled territory because they believed that 
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169 Ming shi, 320:8286.  
 
170 Ibid. 320:8287.  
 
171 Ibid. 320:8286-8287.  
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it was mainly done for domestic reasons. To the contrary, the Ming may have believed that 

Chosŏn’s enhanced military power could be useful to itself as seen, for example, in the 1467 

Ming-Chosŏn joint campaign against the Jianzhou Nuzhen (Wщÿѭ).  

The emphasis on Koguryŏ’s military strength certainly expanded the memories of 

Koguryŏ. Although it was somehow manipulated and proclaimed under the connivance of the 

Ming, it helped show Koguryŏ through a positive prism that had been denied previously, and 

now Koguryŏ came to occupy a new position in the understanding of their history. Once its 

historical meaning had expanded, the Chosŏn literati did not stop with perceiving Koguryŏ for its 

political and military aspects. With Cheng-zhu Learning dominating Chosŏn throughout the 

sixteenth century, the literati of Chosŏn found another important cultural value in the historical 

meaning of Koguryŏ in terms of the lineage of Cheng-zhu Learning.  

 

III. Confucian Ideology and Positioning Koguryŏ  

It is obvious that Koguryŏ’s military strength now attracted the Confucian literati in the 

Chosŏn court, and it was even more emphasized through King Sejo’s reign in support of his 

various reformations and to shield him from harsh criticism by purist Cheng-zhu Learning literati 

who criticized how he had taken the throne. Although not all of the literati supported King Sejo, 

the affirmative perspective on Koguryŏ was able to become prevalent among literati along with 

the emphasis on �ours” and its tie to Kija in Korean history. In opposition to Kwŏn Kŭn who 

had criticized Koguryŏ’s performing the sacrificial ceremony to heaven, the Chosŏn literati now 

strongly argued that Chosŏn should perform its own sacrificial ceremony to heaven, and Yang 

Sŏng-ji was the leading official at court who argued in support of this argument. In emphasizing 

the importance of Chosŏn’s �own history,” Yang proposed that “our” history should be included 



� �� 

in the civil service examinations alongside Chinese history and the king should discuss Korean 

history with officials.172 Furthermore, Yang even insisted that the first kings of Koguryŏ and 

Paekche be included in the memorial ceremony along with Tan’gun, Kija, and the first king of 

Silla.  

Although Tan’gun appeared first in the Samguk yusa, he had been somehow ignored in 

Korean history by the Confucian literati and only was mentioned sporadically in literati writings. 

Yang, however, claimed that Tan’gun was the very first ruler in the history of Chosŏn, followed 

by Kija, the Three Kingdoms, Koryŏ, and Chosŏn.173 Yang consistently placed Tan’gun at the 

beginning of Chosŏn’s history throughout his writings. 174  He even proposed to designate 

Tan’gun-related places as important sites for the country, pointing to places such as Myohyang 

Mountain (ƺԡɗ), Kuwŏl Mountain (¯͹ɗ), and T’aebaek Mountain (Ӝǭɗ), where 

Tan’gun’s father had first descended to earth, and where shrines for him were located.175 The 

emphasis on Tan’gun in the history of Chosŏn during this period was also confirmed by the 

change in his title. Whereas he was mentioned just as “Duke of Chosŏn” [ЧʂժďÀ] or 

“Tan’gun of Chosŏn” [ЧʂďÀ] previously,176 he was now recorded as “The Founder of 
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172 Nulchae chip, 2:10; 3:30-2. Sejo sillok, 33:31 and 40:12.  
 
173 Ibid., 1:26. ŮÀĮ˴βȾ [ľǒ˱]. “…ӌȏЧњ̞ѧ̢ďÀïύɛ½ϺЧλ�ǐέ…”  
 
174 Ibid., 1:32. ŮÀĮ˴βȾ [Ωйȏʜ]. “…ďÀγŋʄ�Ӈц…”; 4:23. ӲΪɛ˴βȾ [ЋȌɩ]. “…ďÀЧʂï
ύЧʂγѥ˦ł°ԞҕĀ�´ŔԞӏǮĀǮНżǮĀϺЧ͒˵̥̈́ǮĀ…”; 4:26. ӲΪɃȾ [Бԁʜ]. “…Ěĸԁʜ
ϒďÀïύγŋѥ͟ϺЧ×΂˃ǐҩ…”; Nuljae chip sokp’yon (ąϩѹʟӴ), 1:10. Ȧǡȯ̗ɛ�ɃҌ [ŮҚŤΥ
Ç]. “…ђ½ϒĕ͕ѥĚƨǲβ˴żę, ĸ½ϒďÀѥÛ�ӏę…”; 1:55. ҧӪђ½ӇѲNц�. “…ϒďÀ̢͕ǿƍ
ŗïύ˦łJԞҕĀϺЧ͒˵̥Ԟ̈́Ǯ…”  
 
175 Nulchae chip, 2:2. ӲΪβ˴ɃȾ [˻ѲԘı]. “…ѥ̖ƺԡɗďÀʖó, ¯͹ɗΊďÀɐ, Ӝǭɗ˨ɐʖϤ…”; 
Sejo sillok, 3:25.    
 
176 Sejong sillok (ʒиˮŬ), 49:13. “…ďÀ˨ͻӭɰ͐ЧʂժďÀњͻ…ΧȏЧРɏΩ˟Hɰ͐ЧʂďÀɕժώ
Þњͻβώ�� 
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Chosŏn” [ЧʂN½˔Ы] during King Sejo’s reign.177  

This emphasis on Tan’gun certainly helped Koguryŏ gain recognition in the positive 

narratives of its history. Since all the sites related to Tan’gun were located in the former territory 

of Koguryŏ, Koguryŏ had to be considered a legitimate successor in the history of Chosŏn, 

which began with Tan’gun. In addition, “King Tongmyŏng” was added to the memorial tablet for 

the founder of Koguryŏ in the shrine where he appeared as ‘King Tongmyŏng, the founder of 

Koguryŏ.”178 Comparing this change to Kwŏn Kŭn’s early criticism for performing a ritual 

ceremony to the Heaven, it is clear that the historical status of Koguryŏ in the mid-fifteenth 

century was undoubtedly elevated by Chosŏn literati and that Koguryŏ’s position in the political 

lineage of the Chosŏn state was greatly enhanced.  

On the other hand, it is worthwhile to pay attention to the way in which Koguryŏ 

assumed new importance in Korea’s cultural heritage due to ties with Kija. Kija was considered 

by early Chosŏn literati as one of the earliest legitimate rulers in their history and as the man who 

brought Confucian civilization to Korea. Coincidently, where Kija resided after migrating from 

China also belonged to the former Koguryŏ territory, and it was Koguryŏ’s geographical location 

that provided a permanent link between Kija and this old kingdom. As a result, Koguryŏ attained 

the right to be mentioned consistently with Kija. For example, since the shrines for Tan’gun, 

Kija, and King Tongmyŏng were all located at P’yŏngyang, the old capital of Koguryŏ, they 

were often repaired at the same time,179 and memorial ceremonies for them were also performed 
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177 Sejo sillok, 4:23. “…lЋЧʂďÀ˨т΂Чʂ˔ЫďÀњͻ…”  
 
178 Ibid., 4:23. “…�´Ŕ˔Ы΂�´Ŕ˔Ыĸƨ͒њͻ.”  
 
179 Ibid., 3:39.  
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together.180 Additionally, when the titles of Tan’gun and King Tongmyŏng were changed, that of 

Kija was amended as well.181  

The change in the treatment of Koguryŏ was also found in Pak Sang’s (Ǖɦ, 1474-1530) 

Tongguk saryak (P), compiled in the early sixteenth century.182 It is clear that Silla was still 

treated favorably in Pak’s writing, and affairs of Koguryŏ were not recorded in as much detail as 

those of Silla in the Tongguk saryak (P). For instance, the enthronement and death of King 

Kwanggaet’o were recorded briefly with the comment that he was in favor of Buddhism,183 and 

Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s victory over the Sui army was recorded under the Silla section with an 

explanation of Silla’s dispatching of an envoy to the Sui in order to ask them to attack Koguryŏ, 

which led to the failed military campaign by the Sui emperor.184 Despite his limited explanation 

about the historical events of Koguryŏ, it is apparent that Pak Sang viewed Koguryŏ differently 

than Kwŏn Kŭn. Although Pak also still introduced Silla first out of the Three Kingdoms, he 

recorded the affairs of Koguryŏ under its own section just like Silla, instead of adding them in a 

note at the end of the explanation of Silla. In Kwŏn’s Tongguk saryak written about hundred 

years earlier, Silla was not specified in the text because it was written according to a Silla-

centered structure meanwhile the term “Koguryŏ” and “Paekche” appeared only in notes about 
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180 Ibid., 22:10.  
 
181 Ibid. 4:23. “…խЧʂ˔Ыïύ΂խЧʂ˔Ыïύњͻ…”  
 
182 Interestingly, Pak’s Tongguk saryak was included in the Siku quanshu (Ƀ�Ϲɰ) without his name as an author.  
 
183 Tongguk saryak (P), 1:10. “…Ӝύēğƍ [Ěͯ˴ӏĀ] ˘΂¤NӠ͒.” ,“͒ēğհ. ͒ɞԇŝˊȬ·ȍƍ½Ɏʩ
иƻ [Ϥͻβ˴βĀ]…” 
  
184 Ibid., 1:15. “˦ł: aɀ̡ʺ [̒ЙĚ̞ӯĀ] ҧɉӡ�±Ŕԣњ. Йӎ̕ɉѱѥűĸŔǾаʳQʬ, ƧͤǅG…ǅ
ğϓѶ��ΊѡʲcԚʝǅ.” Ŭlchi Mundŏk was mentioned one more time in a note on King Yŏngyang’s reign at 
the end volume one where summarizing the genealogy of Koguryŏ kings. (Ibid., 1:25. “ȕΊǅğњΥǺ…ӌ½њд
ƙǌ"Ѥ̈.”)  
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them. This is evidence that Koguryŏ’s historical status had been lifted enough for Pak to treat 

Silla, Koguryŏ, and Paekche as fairly equal compared to the earlier period when Kwŏn Kŭn 

compiled the Tongguk saryak.  

What caused these subtle changes in the perception and treatment of Koguryŏ? It seems 

that the strong influence of the Cheng-zhu Learning tradition offered room for re-evaluating 

Koguryŏ in the sixteenth century. As a Cheng-zhu Learning scholar, Pak praised Chŏng Mong-ju 

for his loyalty to Koryŏ, while criticizing harshly the early Chosŏn literati who had contributed 

to the establishment of the Chosŏn dynasty, including Chŏng To-jŏn, Cho Chun, and Nam Ŭn 

(úΞ, 1354-1398) for their behavior and origins.185  

The issue of ethnic lineage also reappears in early Chosŏn in the views on its relationship 

with Mahan. Disagreeing with Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn, who had matched Mahan to Koguryŏ in his 

writings, Kwŏn Kŭn had argued previously that Mahan, a descendant of Kija Chosŏn, had been 

located in the old Paekche territory, while matching Koguryŏ to Pyŏnhan in his Tongguk saryak. 

Kwŏn’s view on the Three Hans reflected his downplaying of Koguryŏ in his Korean history. In 

the P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk saryak by Yu Hŭi-ryŏng, however, Koguryŏ was again matched to 

Mahan while Pyŏnhan and Chinhan were correlated with Paekche and Silla, respectively.186 

Interestingly, though, Yu recorded it was Pyŏnhan rather than Mahan that related to Kija Chosŏn. 

According to Yu, Kijun (ïѐ, Ch. Jizhun), a descendant of Kija moved to the Iksan (νɗ) area, 

then formed Pyŏnhan whereas it was not clear who established Mahan, which was located in 

P’yŏngan province.187 This is a quite a surprising theory because it possibly limited the historical 
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185 Ibid., 6:28-30.  
 
186 P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk saryak, 1:53-54.  
 
187 Ibid., 1:53.  
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importance of Kija Chosŏn by matching it to Pyŏnhan, which is considered inferior to Mahan in 

Korean history.188 Although Yu mainly connected Kija to Pyŏnhan, he did not exclude a possible 

tie between Kija and Koguryŏ by writing that Kija’s tomb was located at P’yŏngyang,189 and Yu 

also mentioned the tie between Tan’gun and Koguryŏ. Tan’gun’s tomb was located in former 

Koguryŏ territory as well, and the new capital to which Tan’gun Chosŏn moved when facing 

Kija’s immigration was also inside the old Koguryŏ territory.190 In other words, the connection 

between Koguryŏ and Tan’gun/Kija was still apparent in terms of its geographical location if Yu 

linked Kija to Pyŏnhan through the relocation of Kijun. It is not clear how Yu’s claim was 

received among Chosŏn literati after it was published, and it is uncertain either whether his 

argument about the Samhan was prevalent during this period. His expanded records on Koguryŏ, 

with those of Tan’gun and Kija, clearly indicate that Koguryŏ was by no means a marginal 

subject in the history of Chosŏn. What is significant here is that neither Kwŏn nor Yu expressed 

any doubt Koguryŏ as one of the Samhan entities, a marker that continued to be used as a symbol 

of a larger collective identity than transcended individual kingdoms or dynasties.  

 

Conclusion  

It was not easy for Chosŏn to claim the historical importance of Koguryŏ even though the 

latter was obviously considered to be a part of the Samhan. As suggested by Halbwachs, it is 

society that is most influential on the (re)construction of collective memory, and there was not 

enough room to emphasize Koguryŏ memories in early Chosŏn society, when building a close 

relationship with the Ming was the most urgent issue. It does not, however, mean that Koguryŏ 
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188 Han Yŏng-u, Chosŏn hugi sahaksa yŏn’gu (Study of Historiography in Late Chosŏn) (Seoul: Ilchisa, 1989), 245. 
  
189 P’yoje ŭmju Tongguk saryak, 1:51.  
 
190 Ibid., 1:49.  
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was discarded in Korean history by any means. The literati still considered it a part of Korean 

history, and their recognition of this had never been challenged. Although various tensions 

between the Ming dynasty and Chosŏn consistently kept the latter from representing Koguryŏ as 

a proud predecessor in their history, once Chosŏn was confident of maintaining a peaceful 

relationship with Ming, and the Ming was convinced that Chosŏn would not cause any serious 

problems even amidst the surge of new emphasis on Koguryŏ, Koguryŏ’s military strength 

became attractive to not only kings but also the Chosŏn literati throughout the sixteenth century. 

Now, in light of the changes in the social environment, Koguryŏ was presented very 

affirmatively in historical documents and other literati writings, and various memorials presented 

during King Sejo’s reign evince the change in dealing with Koguryŏ in the mid-fifteenth century. 

This change, however, would have not been possible without the normalizing of the relationship 

with Ming, and Chosŏn inevitably had to give up any possible campaign to reclaim the physical 

territory of Koguryŏ.   

This renaissance of Koguryŏ memory was mainly used to support the internal 

reformation of Chosŏn rather than stretch outside. King Sejo’s lack of knowledge about the first 

king of Koguryŏ while recalling Koguryŏ’s military strength hints at how Koguryŏ’s memory 

played out during the fifteenth century.191 In contrast to the earlier period when international 

factors had mostly made influence on the emergence of Koguryŏ memories, some domestic 

issues such as the series of reformations by King Sejo also contributed to the redirection of 

Korguryŏ memories, along with other external causes such as the conflicts with the Jurchens who 

were gaining power in the north. King Sejo’s efforts to establish strong control over politics and 

society consequently focused on military policy, which brought Koguryŏ back to the fore so that 
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191 Sejo sillok, 22:10. “…Ǆ˒ѠՋΥ͐�(´)Ŕ˔Ыʸ, Υě͐�чƷ. ɜ͐ɛ½�´Ŕƒ@̛.”  



� �� 

it could not be easily ignored by the Cheng-zhu Learning literati in the sixteenth century.  

Chosŏn literati had been consistently aware of Koguryŏ in their history, and were able to 

find another way to connect Koguryŏ as Cheng-zhu Learning gradually gained a hegemonic 

position through the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Because the Kija tradition was 

necessarily emphasized in Cheng-zhu Learning, Koguryŏ, due to its geographical ties with 

Tan’gun and Kija Chosŏn, was also more often highlighted. Memorial ceremonies for King 

Tongmyŏng were often performed together with those for Tan’gun and Kija, and their titles were 

changed, evincing the changed perspectives on Koguryŏ along with different social 

circumstances. When Chosŏn had to be more concern with building a close relationship with 

Ming, Chosŏn literati’s memory of Koguryŏ mainly appeared in the structure of Confucian frame 

and this was why they expressed harsh criticism on King Kwangaet’o’s achievement. As Chosŏn 

tried to look for subjectivity in history, they were able to find some features in Koguryŏ which 

were linkable with Tan’gun and Kija. Although their argument was still limited to Confucian 

perspective, it certainly helped so chunghwa (last bastion of Confucian civilization) discourse 

emerge as Chosŏn literati pondered over their identity after the seventeenth century.  

It is obvious that the views on Koguryŏ and its memories were portrayed differently 

depending on the political/social situation in Chosŏn from the late-fourteenth through the mid-

fifteenth century. Not only international but also domestic issues were closely related to the 

recollection of this old kingdom. What is most important in terms of Koguryŏ memories is that 

Koguryŏ was consistently discussed and considered in terms of “our” past by the Chosŏn literati 

regardless of when they lived. Whether the society to which they belonged pushed them to 

remember it negatively or not, Koguryŏ certainly remained in their memories, and this in turn 

made it possible for this ancient kingdom to survive even in modern Korean memories.   
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Chapter Four  

 

The Emergence of New Intellectual Trends  

and the Rise of Interest in “Northern” States  

 

Introduction  

From the late sixteenth century through the mid-seventeenth century, Chosŏn suffered 

from a series of foreign invasions by Japan from the south and by the Jurchens (Manchus) from 

the north. The consequence of suffering foreign invasions necessarily caused huge changes in 

various spheres of Chosŏn society and culture. While the visual damage from the series of wars 

was apparent, Chosŏn literati had to deal with more fundamental changes that cast serious doubt 

on their ideology, which was based on Sinocentric Confucianism. Until the early seventeenth 

century, Chosŏn literati had considered the Ming to be at the center of the civilized world, and 

Ming’s position as the ultimate paragon of the ideal state had not been seriously challenged since 

it replaced the Yuan in the fourteenth century. Being an adjacent neighbor, Chosŏn was trying 

hard to maintain a close relationship with the Ming, and Chosŏn literati, despite their 

reservations about the popularity of Wang Yangming Learning, envisioned it as the home of 

Cheng-zhu Learning.  

The political situation in East Asia, however, changed significantly at the turn of the 

seventeenth century, and Chosŏn was located at the center of this change. While facing the Imjin 

War in 1592, Chosŏn urgently asked for help from the Ming, and the Ming became involved in 

the war between Chosŏn and Japan by sending troops to Chosŏn. The consequence of this long 
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war, which lasted for six years, was huge, not just in Chosŏn and Japan, but also in Ming China. 

In Japan, the Tokugawa bakufu (ƑȚ) was established after the war, and the Ming’s decline on 

the continent was hastened by its participation in this war. Chosŏn also had to recover from the 

war, which had severely destroyed the socio-economic infrastructure. Furthermore, Chosŏn 

literati had to find a new way to perceive the chunghwa (ђՑ, Ch. zhonghua), meaning the 

civilized center. After witnessing the weakness of the Ming throughout the war against Japan and 

its eventual fall followed by the rise of the Manchus, which was symbolized by the Qing’s 

replacement of the Ming in China, the Chosŏn literati began seriously questioning the traditional 

world order and rethinking their new neighbor to the north.  

The realization of the new world order was entwined with the debate regarding so 

chunghwa (ʕђՑ), literally meaning “small center of civilization” discourse in which literati 

argued that Chosŏn should be “the last bastion” of the Confucian world after the Ming were 

replaced by the barbaric Jurchen (Manchu). Under this complicated political situation, the 

perspectives of Chosŏn literati on Koguryŏ necessarily appeared more diverse, and the 

introduction of Yangming Learning also had some influence on the recollection of Koguryŏ and 

the development of reform Confucian thought (the so-called Practical Learning) in eighteenth-

century Chosŏn.  

In this chapter, I will give an overview of the political situation from the late sixteenth 

century through the eighteenth century and then review the discourse of “the last bastion” based 

on the claim of so chunghwa. Chosŏn suffered from Qing invasions twice and officially 

surrendered after its second invasion in 1637. Because Qing was originally considered barbarian 

by the Chosŏn literati and located in former Koguryŏ territory, it is worthwhile to take a look at 

the role the so chunghwa discourse played in the development of memories about Koguryŏ 
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among Chosŏn literati. I will also analyze the relationship between the development of historical 

consciousness and the rise of kukhak (½Ԍ), “national learning,” during the eighteenth century. 

Having been introduced and discussed by some Chosŏn literati, Yangming Learning helped some 

Chosŏn literati express different views on the Qing, as held by the Jurchen. Literati with better 

knowledge of the Qing and Practical Learning preferred to discuss Koguryŏ in terms of the 

verification of statements in historical documents instead of just presenting previous comments 

about this ancient kingdom, and memories of Koguryŏ were also discussed and illuminated while 

national learning was flourishing in this period. Therefore, the analysis of the relationship 

between the new trend and the Chosŏn literati’s historical consciousness will help us understand 

the development of a new perspective on Koguryŏ through the eighteenth century.  

 

I. The Emergence of Chaejojiŭn (再造之恩) Discourse and Its Consequences  

The Imjin War made a huge impact on every aspect of Chosŏn society. Because Chosŏn 

managed to keep itself from any serious conflict with neighbors for a couple of centuries after 

1392, national defense was not discussed seriously among literati before the Imjin War.192 

Although some struggles with the Jurchen and wako [͓µ] from the north and south respectively 

were reported occasionally, Chosŏn did not have to worry much about foreign relations once 

they had normalized their relationship with the Ming in the fifteenth century. Facing a massive 

attack from Japan without solid preparation for war,193 there was not much that Chosŏn could do 
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192 There were some concerns in the Chosŏn court before 1592 about the possibility of Japan’s invasion. Chosŏn 
officials, however, tried not to cause much fear in society by ignoring an envoy’s report that predicted a war in the 
near future. See Sŏnjo sujŏng sillok (ɾЫʩБˮŬ), 25:2-3.  
 
193 Chosŏn’s unawareness of the imminent war with Japan is also revealed in the response of the first official of 
Chosŏn who witnessed the Japanese approaching the Chosŏn coast. The assistant surveillance commissioner [Ҡɀ] 
of Pusan (ȣɗ) even thought that Japan was coming to pay tribute when he was informed of their approach. See 
Sŏnjo sillok (ɾЫˮŬ), 26:1.  
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to defend itself, and one of its first responses was to look for help from the Ming, who they 

strongly believed would be willing to fight together against a common enemy.  

Although there were some small victories by the Chosŏn army, Japan was able to keep 

marching toward Hanyang (ԏ̓), the capital of Chosŏn, without facing any serious resistance 

from Chosŏn. While the king, royal family, and main officials retreated close to the border with 

the Ming, Chosŏn urgently sought help from the Ming for the fight against Japan on the 

peninsula. Simultaneously subjected to wako raids in the south as well, the Ming carefully 

monitored how the war between Chosŏn and Japan was developing on the peninsula and sent 

3,000 troops in the sixth month of 1592 to help Chosŏn.194 Chosŏn and the Ming, however, 

showed a great difference in their views of the Ming’s involvement in this war. Chosŏn basically 

assumed the Ming would participate because Chosŏn believed it was fighting on behalf of the 

Ming. When Japan ha early requested Chosŏn’s participation in an invasion of the Ming in 1591, 

Chosŏn even sent an envoy to the Ming to inform them of a possible attack from Japan.195 When 

the Japanese army finally arrived at Pusan (ȣɗ) a few months later, they first asked Chosŏn for 

permission to use the road to Liaodong.196 Chosŏn, however, chose to fight against Japan after 

declining Japan’s proposal that they merely would pass through Chosŏn in order to attack the 

Ming. Meanwhile, insisting that that they were fighting against Japan for Chosŏn’s favor, Ming 

showed its displeasure toward Chosŏn where the king and officials insisted that Chosŏn had been 

attacked first and was suffering even though Japan’s ultimate target was the Ming.197 In spite of 
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194 Sŏnjo sujŏng sillok, 26:25.  
 
195 Sŏnjo sillok, 25:13-14. Although it informed Ming of Japan’s plan to attack, Chosŏn did not mention sending its 
officials to Japan in order to avoid Ming’s suspicion.  
 
196 On their arrival at Pusan, Japan insisted that their goal was to invade Ming, not to attack Chosŏn. Sŏnjo sillok, 
28:1. “…χȏ̖Ï½, ǀʆLњԎ. ћ͖ǳђ½ϑ̈…” 
 
197 Ibid., 34:4.  
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the Ming’s response warning Chosŏn not to take its help for granted, the Chosŏn officials did not 

change their views on this war. From an early stage of the war, Chosŏn officials had usually 

compared the relationship between Chosŏn and the Ming to that between son and father. When 

meeting Japanese generals in the sixth month of 1592, Yi Tŏk-hyŏng (ƃğԸ, 1561-1613) 

refuted the Japanese argument that they would just have marched to the Ming without causing 

any trouble if Chosŏn had accepted their proposal, retorting that Chosŏn would choose to perish 

rather than to allow Japan to invade its father state.198 As long as Chosŏn believed that they and 

the Ming were maintaining a son-father relationship and that the son was fighting to protect his 

father, they felt sure that the father would help his own son.   

A fundamental difference of view on the reason for the Ming’s involvement necessarily 

resulted in a conflict between Chosŏn and the Ming, especially regarding the talks with Japan to 

end the war and resume peace with Chosŏn. Basically, the Ming were very reluctant to keep 

fighting against Japan and their main concern was to make sure that Japan would not invade the 

Ming.199 In contrast to the Ming, Chosŏn was consistently showing its will to fight against Japan 

until it completely pulled out its armies without conditions. Although Chosŏn was the one that 

had suffered the most throughout the war, and its territory was the battlefield of this war, there 

was not much room for Chosŏn to participate in the peace talks to end the war. Chosŏn was 

heavily dependent on the Ming during the war. King Sŏnjo (ɾЫ, 1552-1608; r. 1567-1608) and 

high-ranking officials considered the Ming to be their only hope for survival.200 In addition to the 
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198 Hanŭm mun’go (ԏ΢ǅ�), ȤŬ, 1:13. “…θ͘ǳ˹ȞƭњǤ, λԱ˹�Į. ½"ƙĮȕ"Ѽ…”  
 
199 The Ming’s hope to end the war without causing any more tension with Japan was revealed on various occasions. 
For example, the Ming once talked with Japan directly without Chosŏn’s presence, and the Ming also ordered 
Chosŏn not to attack Japan without the Ming’s approval. As Chosŏn did not agree to the Ming’s request, a Ming 
general even threatened to withdraw the Ming armies. Sŏnjo sillok, 37:33-34.  
 
200 Sŏnjo sillok, 42:20. “…ʖ˗ϑҖǾλҖǾҝՠ, ½ʓ岌岌…”   
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different perspectives on the war, what made King Sŏnjo more concerned about the relationship 

with the Ming was the Ming’s constant doubt about Chosŏn’s position and his capability as king. 

Inside the Ming court, there was serious doubt about King Sŏnjo’s ability to hold onto the throne. 

Some Ming officials officially mentioned the possibility of his abdication and succession by the 

Crown Prince. Not only the officials inside the Ming court, but also other Ming officials 

traveling to Chosŏn openly blamed King Sŏnjo and the Chosŏn officials as the main reason for 

the disaster Chosŏn was undergoing.201 Although some Ming officials were blaming King Sŏnjo 

and his fondness of mundane affairs as reasons for the war, he had no choice but to submit 

tamely to insults and appeal to the Ming, especially after retreating with other officials to Ŭiju 

(ήц), located at the Chosŏn-Ming border.202  

It is worthwhile to note that Koguryŏ was mentioned in a Ming official’s report to the 

emperor that criticized King Sŏnjo. It stated that Chosŏn, having secretly allied with Japan, 

planned early to occupy Liaodong because this region was fertile, and most importantly, 

belonged to the old Koguryŏ territory. It was apparent, according to this report, that Chosŏn 

��������������������������������������������������������
201 Han Myŏng-gi, Imjin oeran kwa hanjung kwan’gye (A Study on the Relations between Korea and China from the 
Japanese Invasion of Korea in 1592 to the Manchu Invasion of Korea in 1636) (Seoul: Yŏksa pip’yŏngsa, 1999), 57-
61.  
 
202 It is worthwhile to note the Chosŏn people’s response to the royal flight. During his flight to Ŭiju, King Sŏnjo 
witnessed many people criticizing him and other high-ranking officials for the chaos, and they even helped Japanese 
troops by offering geographical information about their towns. Although various attempts by the Japanese to calm 
people with promises not to harm them, but rather save them from a harsh burden, were some of the reasons for the 
Chosŏn people’s reaction to the royal flight, it must have been too much of a shock to the ruling class, especially 
King Sŏnjo himself. Furthermore, it was not just the common people who criticized and turned their backs on King 
Sŏnjo. When King Sŏnjo was leaving Hanyang, many high-ranking officials did not accompany him, believing 
Chosŏn would be defeated. Because many officials deserted the royal entourage, the number of officials who had 
remained with King Sŏnjo by the time they arrived at Yongch’ŏn (Ųҗ) numbered only in the tens. Similarly, only 
about ten people accompanied the Crown Prince on his flight. (Sŏnjo sillok, 27:13. “…ҫɜњҿeį̈, ȕĊɄɭJ
̜½ʓԅȕȋѩΊˡѯ˩ǩ̥γ΂лԅƥƙ. Ч˪ԽйϑǮǀφβ…˘˙ԽйӣǅƿȕƔʲ˴ο, йʒύϑ̥ȕƔ
˴̤οͫ.)  
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would have attacked the Ming on the basis of irredentism.203 The Ming’s doubt about Chosŏn’s 

interest in Liaodong in the middle of the war increased due to King Sŏnjo’s request for 

permission to escape to that region. Previously, King Sŏnjo had already expressed his 

willingness to escape to Liaodong if necessary,204 and it left the Ming concerned that the issue of 

Liaodong would resurface as it had in the fifteenth century even though Chosŏn had not 

mentioned Koguryŏ explicitly in its request to flee to this region. �

It is also very interesting that King Sŏnjo was changing his view on the Ming’s 

involvement in this war against Japan. As stated above, King Sŏnjo initially seemed to take for 

granted the aid from the Ming, including military support, because he strongly believed that 

Chosŏn was fighting Japan on behalf of the Ming. As the war developed though, it became 

obvious that King Sŏnjo desperately depended on the Ming’s force, and especially after seeing 

that people were turning back on him, King Sŏnjo became more desperate for the Ming’s 

commitment.205 When he realized that there was serious doubt about him within the Ming court 

and that he was facing charges launched by Ming officials, King Sŏnjo even tried to boycott his 

royal duties, stating that he had lost the trust of the Ming emperor, the mediator between him and 

heaven.206  
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203 Sŏnjo sillok, 104:16. “…ʝǰ0ΊR, ϵĘȭưζ҇Ⱦ…Ѿ�腴ќʱՔʲǥɲӠ. ɼĀЧʂ̢űǒϪʥњ, įȾŴ
mč˿, ʂοȕӶ, ƕŖβ˴ĀʹŝԂ½ʒP͓Լ, ͑ҬРģ͓ăóǾķǳҖЧ, ӗӃűԊγĸաȋ�ŔºӠ…”  
 
204 King Sŏnjo sent a message to the Ming that he would escape to Liaodong and look for shelter if the situation kept 
getting worse. The Ming showed its unwillingness to consent to King Sŏnjo’s request, limiting the number of people 
who could accompany King Sŏnjo. (Sŏnjo sillok, 28:15. “ɼ˘˹½γþȤњΫκόђЧ. ѥ˘ǾȢόǄűĸįɂ, Ί
ͫ…ƕφԛ½ͽß}ȨЎùѬQ. ΪȖā�ˇΊĀӍŝ͛ü̥ʽϖőƦʲǀ�Ǯο…”)  
 
205 While they were fleeing, people even threw stones at the royal family, and even high-ranking officials were 
attacked by groups of angry people.  
 
206 King Sŏnjo was desperate to prove his innocence to the Ming court. In spite of a series of memorials to persuade 
him to come back in the midst of a national crisis, it took about a week for him to agree to appear at court. 
Regarding the conflict between Ming officials and King Sŏnjo during the last stage of the war, see Gary Ledyard, 
“Confucianism and War: The Korean Security Crisis of 1598,” The Journal of Korean Studies 6 (1988-89): 81-119.  
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The attitude that King Sŏnjo and Chosŏn officials had toward the Ming during and after 

the Imjin War is symbolized by a term, chaejojiŭn meaning “benevolence of re-securing the 

monarchy.”207 Yi Tŏk-hyŏng first used this term to explain Chosŏn’s situation during the Imjin 

War. In his report to King Sŏnjo, Yi explained that he tried to persuade the Ming general to keep 

fighting against Japan all the way to the south by reminding him of their benevolent work to save 

Chosŏn.208 In a letter to the Ming envoy, King Sŏnjo and the Chosŏn officials kept saying that 

they would never forget or ignore what the Ming had done for Chosŏn.209 Although it is clear 

that King Sŏnjo and Chosŏn officials mentioned the benevolence of the Ming at this early stage 

of the war,210 it was really after the war ended that Chosŏn truly positioned itself as the 

beneficiary of the relationship with the Ming. In 1599, King Sŏnjo himself wrote chaejobonbang 

(ϢЯǯǤ, “re-secured subject state”) on a wooden tablet for the shrine of Xing Jie (Է�, fl. late 

sixteenth century),211 and Chosŏn even performed ritual ceremonies twice a year, in spring and 
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207 Chaejojiŭn does not necessarily mean the re-securing of the monarchy. It is also used between the emperor/king 
and his subjects. For example, if the king forgives or pardons his subjects, those who were pardoned often showed 
their appreciation and loyalty by referring to chaejojiŭn. Regarding the development of chaejojiŭn during the 
Japanese Invasion, see Han Myŏng-gi, Imjin waeran kwa Han-Chung kwan’gye, 67-88.  
 
208 Sŏnjo sillok, 42:13. “…̎×ѳҖЧϢЯњΜÞЛĳњ�ğ, âɔ̎ѳɒϑ̯лÞúǡϵЎ…”  
 
209 Ibid., 45:33. “…γϒҸ̖Ȏƙњ̦�ȟϢЯњΜϣ…”  
 
210 Regardless of their different viewpoints on the war, it is apparent that both King Sŏnjo and the officials of 
Chosŏn heavily depended on the Ming during the war. King Sŏnjo once claimed that the official who should get the 
most credit for an early victory against Japan was the one who went to the Ming with a letter of asking for military 
support. Sŏnjo sillok, 42:12.  “…ÞЕ�ʫ˒ƧȜхѥʑϻě. Ûχաȋњ�ϻϤ̖�ʫ, Ϻʼ!ϓȕ"ѢѾ. ̟Ûė
ӤЕ�ʫ"ʯБφӿњѨ…” In addition, the Chosŏn literati also suggested King Sŏnjo express their appreciation to 
the Ming. After the Ming defeated Japan at P’yŏngyang in the first month of 1593, King Sŏnjo allowed the building 
of a shrine to remember the Ming general just a month after the victory, even though he was still alive, as a means of 
attributing Chosŏn’s survival to the Ming’s engagement. Sŏnjo sujŏng sillok, 27:18. “…ɜƧWɐ͟Ӷ̏, ɏɷʍÞ
̡ʤλγ̡Ǭϛʒϕ̐ͯǪ, ɓ̇ƿŜ.”; Sŏnjo sillok, 35:2. “ȯǻɂҧγƃЛĳƍȵՎɝɪɐȾ, ŝį9ĖɜђϻϜ
΂њ. ɜΗњ.”  
 
211  Ibid., 118:5. “…γ̕ɰϢЯǯǤɃĚώ…ƫɅγ̓ώ+ӭԪ͟ԷÂǇɪɐĖǍ3…”; Injo sillok (πЫˮŬ), 
34:59 - 60. “…ɾƿɐýɾЫЧʖẄ. ɾЫγ̕ԆɰϢЯǯǤɃώ[њɐͤ…” 
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fall, to remember five Ming officials, including Li Rusong (ƃ̡ʤ, 1549-1598). 212 

Consequently, after the war, King Sŏnjo publicly attributed Chosŏn’s victory to the Ming’s 

assistance.213  

The strong pro-Ming attitude stance of King Sŏnjo and the Chosŏn literati allowed no 

room for their state to adjust to another dynastic change in China. In 1621, the first emperor of 

Qing214 sent a letter to Chosŏn in which he pointed out that Liaodong had originally belonged to 

Chosŏn, and that the (Chosŏn) people in this region had been discriminated against by the 

Ming.215 Although it is likely that the Qing’s main goal was to keep Chosŏn from assisting the 

Ming by building a solid relationship with them before launching a massive attack on the Ming, 

it is worthwhile to note that Qing mentioned Liaodong in order to persuade Chosŏn. It implies 

that there was some sense of closeness to Chosŏn among the Jurchen and possible memories of 

Koguryŏ remaining in that region seemed to be recognized by Qing. Although King 

Kwanghaegun (¢ԘÀ, 1575-1641; r. 1608-1623) was certainly aware of the dynamics of 

political change in China and recognized the necessity of developing a relationship with his 

“powerful barbaric neighbor state,”216 many literati officials in Chosŏn were not, however, 

willing to develop any relationship with the newly rising Qing because the strong legacy of their 
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212 Sŏnjo sillok, 117:2. “…Û�ƃЛĳ[̡ʤ]ɪɐĖЄƳ, ӌƟĀҽҷѓ͹ђԝО…”  
 
213 Hosŏng sŏnmu ch’ŏngnan kongsin togam ŭigye (ԽʐɾƿҦù�˪į9ΩÍ), 5. “…ÛѽӶϵњȾϻΎҖǾ…”  
 
214 Later Jin (խ÷) was the name of the state established by the Jurchen in this period. It was in 1636 that they 
changed their name to Qing.  
 
215 Manwen laodang (ƔǅŦ
) (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju ђՑɰ¾, 1990), 1:217. “…͡ǆűĸњќͰʝθЧʂ, 
խ΂ƨӗӃњ. ҚЧʂο˳̖âԏǒ̔њ̎#ă̈…”  
 
216 Kwanghaegun ilgi (¢ԘÀχñ), 166:1. “…�ēĚ̜ć�ĨҖњնȔԺ. ҟôΒƇњχâ"γēȔ\њԺ. ԆԐ
ӁњԺ…”  
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pro-Ming policy had become even more consolidated throughout the war. The replacement of 

King Kwanghaegun who had been carefully straddling the fence between the Ming and the 

Manchus, by the strongly anti-Manchu King Injo (πЫ, 1595-1649; r. 1623-1649) was a major 

event, proving Chosŏn literati’s strong belief in the “civilized center” during the transition from 

Ming to the Qing.  

Literati who actively participated in the ascendancy of King Injo mostly belonged to the 

“Westerners” (sŏin, ɲο) who were the most philosophically conservative on Cheng-zhu 

Learning,217 and they hardly agreed with King Kwanghaegun’s foreign policy. After seizing 

political power for King Injo, the Westerners publicly revealed their anti-Qing perspective, and it 

eventually led to a series of Qing invasions in 1627 and 1636.  It was quite a change for the 

Qing, considering that in 1621 it had expressed a willingness to maintain good relations with 

Chosŏn by reminding the Chosŏn court of Chosŏn’s historical sovereignty over Liaodong. 

Consequently, the frame for the discussion of Liaodong and the history surrounding this region 

was quickly transformed again, along with political changes both inside and outside Chosŏn.  

 

Typically, nostalgia for a powerful state tends to be emphasized and brought out when a 

state faces imminent crisis or is put under outside pressure. Although Chosŏn was devastated by 

a series of foreign invasions from the late sixteenth century through the 1630s, Koguryŏ, 

however, did not appear in stereotyped fashion as a proud part of Chosŏn’s glorious history. 

There had been something more important for the Chosŏn literati who favored Cheng-zhu 
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217 The mother of King Kwanghaegun was a concubine of King Sŏnjo, not a legitimate queen. King Sŏnjo hurried to 
designate his successor because of the Japanese Invasion. The situation, however, suddenly changed after the war 
was over and Prince Yŏngch’ang (̷҈ĚÀ, 1606-1614) was born to Queen Dowager Inmok (πƴĚȱ, 1584-
1632), who was officially married to King Sŏnjo. Prince Yŏngch’ang was exiled to Kanghwa Island (AՑģ) and 
killed when a plan by some officials to make him the king was revealed. This incident became one of the main 
excuses for the Westerners to dethrone King Kwanghaegun. 
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Learning to remember about Koguryŏ, even in the face of external pressure, and the shadow cast 

by the notion of chaejojiŭn (gratitude to the Ming) within the Chosŏn court arguably kept the 

memories of Koguryŏ from vitalizing due to its military strength, which had just started to be 

emphasized after Chosŏn normalized its relationship with the Ming, and not any earlier. 

Certainly, the Sinocentric Confucian perspective intensified throughout Chosŏn’s war against 

Japan and had a great influence on various aspects of Chosŏn society, and this consequently 

resulted in its claim to be the “last bastion” of Confucianism among the Neo-Confucian literati of 

Chosŏn. Ironically though, new ideas advocated by some Neo-Confucian literati who had started 

questioning Cheng-zhu Learning provided a different framework for the discussion of Koguryŏ. 

Although they also agreed with the prevailing group of Cheng-zhu Learning literati in terms of 

their state’s holy mission as the “last bastion,” their arguments indeed expanded the range of 

discussion of their own history. The most important characteristic in their awakening appears in 

their perspective on Korean history, especially Koguryŏ. It is worthwhile, therefore, to examine 

how Chosŏn literati’s mindset as the “last bastion” after the seventeenth century influenced the 

historical consciousness in their writings, and more importantly, how the memories of Koguryŏ 

developed in the early framework of their collective memory as new ideas in Neo-Confucianism 

came about.  

 

II. The Rise of Questions in the Realm of the “Last Bastion”  

Since helping King Injo to take the throne in 1623, literati from the Westerner faction 

occupied many positions in the Chosŏn court, and Chosŏn’s foreign policy was strongly 

influenced by them in a pro-Ming direction. This shift in Chosŏn politics obviously incited Qing 

and eventually led to their invasion. Although there were those looking for peace by building 
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diplomatic ties with the Qing, Chosŏn’s atmosphere was strongly imbued with Confucian 

ideology under the Western faction, which did not leave much room for people who held 

different views. Despite their determination to fight the northern �barbarians,” Chosŏn had no 

choice but to admit the reality that these barbarians from the north were much stronger and to 

accept their demands, as a result of which Chosŏn became first a younger-brother state and then 

a subject state of the Qing.218 Their view of world order as based on a “civilized center,” 

symbolized as chunghwa, did not change much until the eighteenth century. Even after 

experiencing a harsh defeat, Chosŏn literati were not quite ready to abandon their old 

perspective. Instead, they were looking for an opportunity to avenge and redeem themselves. It is 

interesting to see how in this context they thought about Koguryŏ and how they recalled this 

ancient kingdom, all while a new perspective arose during this period. Because the much of old 

territory of Koguryŏ had been under Ming control, it was very unlikely for them to argue a 

historical claim on Koguryŏ until after the Ming’s fall in the mid-seventeenth century. After the 

Ming-Qing transition, when the Qing had become the sole regime in mainland China, Koguryŏ 

was mentioned more often by Chosŏn literati. As a result of this dynastic transition, the old 

Koguryŏ territory now belonged to the barbarian regime, and the memories of Koguryŏ then 

were able to offer Chosŏn literati a useful tool for their argument as the “last bastion” in a world 

violated by barbarians.  

Song Si-yŏl (ʣ˙Ŝ, 1607-1689), one of the most influential figures among the Chosŏn 

literati in the seventeenth century, most ardently argued Chosŏn’s cultural superiority to its 

neighbors. Since witnessing King Injo’s surrender to the Qing in 1637, Song consistently showed 

��������������������������������������������������������
218 Chosŏn was able to finish the first war with the Manchus in 1627 by agreeing to treat them as its older-brother 
state. The second invasion of the Manchus in 1636, however, did not end until Chosŏn accepted the Qing’s demand 
to designate Chosŏn as a subject state of the Qing.  
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an anti-Qing attitude and is believed to have participated in the so-called northern expedition 

project planned during King Hyojong's (զи, 1619-1659; r. 1649-1659) reign.219 Song was a 

private tutor of King Hyojong when he was still the crown prince, and was recalled to various 

positions after King Hyojong became king. It is not hard to find strong feelings against the Qing 

in Song’s writings. He kept arguing that Chosŏn should inherit the noble tradition left by the 

Ming and quell the barbarians. It was a sacred mission for him to revere the Ming and eliminate 

the Qing. Pointing out that Ming had once helped Chosŏn during the Japanese Invasion, Song 

strongly insisted that it should not be acceptable to co-exist with the Qing.220  

Interestingly though, his comments on Koguryŏ are very limited in his writings, unlike 

his anti-Qing discourse. Even in his limited comments on Koguryŏ, what he actually tried to do 

was to point to the moral ethics emphasized in Neo-Confucian propaganda. His thoughts on 

Koguryŏ are revealed in his response to an official who asked Song’s opinion on building a 

shrine for Ŭlchi Mundŏk in P’yŏngyang.221 According to Song, Koguryŏ’s victory over Sui was 

very important in history because it exemplified the realization of the Confucian teaching of the 

virtues mandated by heaven. Song argued that although it would have been very wrong to attack 

the superior state, Sui was supposed to perish because it had not been virtuous at all and its 

emperor was a villain who kept violating Confucian values. Therefore, Koguryŏ had 
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219 It is questionable if Song completely agreed to King Hyojong’s military plan against the Qing. But it is apparent 
that King Hyojong had a special relationship with Song. Within a week after becoming king, King Hyojong invited 
key literati to the palace to seek their advice. In his order, King Hyojong specifically mentioned Song, pointing out 
that Song used be his tutor when he was still the crown prince. (Hyojong sillok (զиˮŬ), 1:2. “…՜ʣ˙Ŝº˙ɉ
ȗ惓惓њբʑЂ͟ђ…”) Additionally, King Hyojong met Song alone to discuss something important, after 
ordering all the other officials including the royal secretary, the historians and even the eunuchs to leave, which was 
very unusual in the court. (Hyojong sillok, 21:15. “…ɜ΄˒Ѡƃi͐̚Ûχӌ˒Ѡɼҿ. ɜ͡ƧɁ�ÞՖɆȀӤO
λ˙ŜĲω˓. ͔Ќњ˪ȕѤʖđԈȾ.”)   
 
220 Songja taejŏn (ʣύĚϹ), 5:27-8. “…χ͹ʖЪɧŨʖҵǲΊʋƧњžƒȕΊȕ�ĝњήέ…”  
 
221 Ibid., 142:12-14. Ӷ̏ȚΠџ�ɐͤñ.  
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accomplished a very important task in punishing the Sui for violating Confucian ethics. In other 

words, it was more important from Song’s perspective to shield and maintain Confucian values 

than to save his own state from foreign invasion. Evaluation of past history, including Koguryŏ, 

by Confucian standards seems to have been accepted widely by the Chosŏn literati. A highly 

educated Cheng-zhu Learning literatus, Cho Hŏn (ЮԤ, 1544-1592), organized a righteous army 

(ŭibyŏng, ήǾ) during the Imjin War and eventually died while battling the Japanese army in 

1592. In his memorial to King Sŏnjo in 1591, Cho stated that unless the Ming realized Japan’s 

plan while Chosŏn did not report their intention, the Ming would charge Chosŏn as the Tang had 

punished Koguryŏ for the crime they committed.222 Although he wrote this memorial in order to 

remind King Sŏnjo of a possible disaster caused by the misunderstanding between the Ming and 

Chosŏn, it would seem that Cho considered Koguryŏ’s resistance against Tang a “wrongdoing,” 

at least for rhetorical purpose.223  

Besides the note above, Song also reminded King Hyojong during their private 

conversation that Koguryŏ had defeated the Sui and Tang despite the fact that it was only one-

third of Chosŏn in terms of size.224 Song, however, again did not mention anything in detail 

about how Koguryŏ had managed to defeat the large forces of the Sui and Tang, or who had led 

these historic victories of Koguryŏ over the two different Chinese empires. This probably 

reflected Song’s dilemma in which his respect for the Confucian empire collided with his pride 
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222 Sŏnjo sujŏng sillok, 25:5 and Songja taejŏn, 207:39. “…ҖЧȕ͇â1ʎǠĕЧњĄ, ӌėΊƃϯʛЋǡњɉŋ
ǄНŔњсέ…”  
 
223 This was not the only occasion for Cho to mention either Koguryŏ by the Three Kingdom period. He earlier 
suggested King Sŏnjo recruit persons fairly from different regions as had been done in the Three Kingdoms. (Songja 
taejŏn, 207:16. “…ɶɛ½ʼʕʖγ-ćȁǤϑγâ͝οњǀǀ3̈…”)  
  
224 Songja taejŏn, 5:31. “…̯�´Ŕγ˹½ɛȧњφ, 摧,ʺĕǮƕњє. ѻγĕӜињ̹ͮ�̖˽˖…”  Song 
obviously did not share modern notions of the expansive territory controlled by Koguryŏ.  
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in a glorious past. Between these two aspects, Song certainly granted more importance to the 

former, and the true pride of Chosŏn’s past in the history of Koguryŏ was Koguryŏ’s role as a 

savior of Confucian ethics from such a terrible violator as Emperor Yangdi of Sui.  

This kind of view of Koguryŏ through the prism of Confucian discourse was not just 

limited to Song Si-yŏl. Yun Hyu (Ι�, 1617-1680) was another very influential literatus who 

strongly argued for a northern expedition. In his writings, Yun also explained Koguryŏ’s victory 

over Sui and Tang, citing victories over various invasions from China throughout history. Here, 

Yun mentioned Ŭlchi Mundŏk while also stating that even Emperor Taizong of Tang failed in 

attacking Koguryŏ and was defeated at Ansi Fortress.225 Yun Hyu argued more strongly for a 

northern expedition against the Qing than Song Si-yŏl had. Although Song supported the 

northern expedition plan publicly, it seemed that he just agreed with it in abstract terms. It is 

doubtful that he was seriously considering an attack on the Qing. When King Hyojong tried to 

focus on a military expedition against the Qing, Song and other literati strongly advised King 

Hyojong to devote himself more to Confucian ideology first before launching a military 

campaign.226 Additionally, Song showed his disagreement with King Hyojong’s plan to increase 

the number of troops by arguing that relieving people from hunger was more urgent than 

expanding the army.227  It is plausible that Song used the anti-Qing notion and northern 

expedition plan to solidify his status in Chosŏn and to resurrect the idea of Chosŏn as a model 

state loyal to Confucian values. This is probably why Song limited himself only to a verbal 
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225 Paekho chip (ǭՀѹ), 12:13. “…ʺ̒ЙɞγǮƕњɉǱ�´Ŕ΂ΠџǅğʖӰλÎ. ĕӜиêЋҖԇњխӎϒ
ĸЍhѥűĸ�˽˖ʉȕćÖλÎ…”  
 
226 Hyojong sillok, 20:34-35. “…Ѿʩ˫ʖγ΂ЏȾØȏ…̎ѭγ΂ȕɼʩ˫λ"γΊ΂ӌĚȕ̯έ…”  
 
227 Ibid., 20:37. “…˙Ŝ͐чύγ΂ҡǾȸù̔Ǿ΂ù. êҡњխԈγyԠ̋. ɜ͐į9њǾћɃҕ̤οÛ͘!ʁγ
Ɣ̈́ҕњʲέ…”  
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commitment in the discussion about a proposed military expedition.  

In contrast to Song, Yun was more aggressive and passionate about a military project 

against the Qing. Yun even said that Chosŏn should launch this project no matter how it might 

turn out. Although he was confident of success in attacking the Qing, Yun explained that no one 

could guarantee the success of this project. He, however, stated that Chosŏn would be able to 

show the world its true righteousness by winning over the Qing, and Chosŏn also would reveal 

its Confucian loyalty to the world and save itself from shame later.228 Yun clearly mentioned 

Koguryŏ more than Song in his writings. In his travel log to Kŭmgang Mountain (÷=ɗ) in the 

autumn of 1672, Yun introduced three poems recited by his companion, extolling three rulers of 

the past — Tan’gun, Kija, and King Tongmyŏng.229 Although these poems were not composed 

by Yun himself, Yun did not hesitate to include them in his log. In addition, it is worthwhile to 

remember that King Tongmyŏng was mentioned in the same context as Tan’gun and, more 

interestingly, Kija. Kija was revered and respected by the Cheng-zhu Learning literati of Chosŏn, 

and Yun Hyu did not express any discomfort in the way these poems mentioned King 

Tongmyŏng right after Tan’gun and Kija.   

Yun’s awareness of Koguryŏ did not stop at just mentioning its historic figures such as 

King Tongmyŏng and Ŭlchi Mundŏk. When traveling to Liaoyang (ű̓), Yun expressed 

remorse at not traveling to Tongmo Mountain (ĸƯɗ) although he was told that it used to 

belong to his ancestors.230 In another poem, he mentioned again that this region was originally 
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228 Paekho chip, 12:12. “…ːӰдƙ}ȕ"ë. ̡âː̈. ςњλ˧Ěή̖Җԇ, �͐ȕʌâʖ摧Ӱϑ̥гγӼѾӀ
ήњ˱λǀ¦̖Җԇխʒέ…”; 12:13. “…即ÛήƅԴʓ}ǀȕ"ːњƅ. ȕԜλӰ̥гγ`˹њӀή…Ûχњ̢
Ԃϼː}ǐέ, Ӱ̶̥έ…” 
 
229 Kugyŏk Paekho chŏnsŏ (½̩ ǭՀϹɰ) (Seoul: Minjok munhwa ch’ujinhoe, 1996), 7:229-231.  
 
230 Paekho chip, 2:26. “…ǆĮű̓ºʉ�, Ґɛ͆ǌΨĸƯ.”  
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Koguryŏ territory although it belonged to a “superior” state in his time.231 Yun’s feeling for the 

region once occupied by Koguryŏ, however, was not strong enough to overcome his Confucian 

ideology. While showing his knowledge about the history of that region, Yun also showed quite 

the opposite view on two separate efforts to conquer the same region at the end of the Koryŏ 

dynasty. In a discussion with the king, Yun agreed on a positive interpretation of Yi Sŏng-gye’s 

attack on the Superior Prefecture of Tongnyŏng (ĸĂȚ) during King Kongmin’s reign, and Yi’s 

retreat after disobeying a royal order to attack Liaodong was also praised as preventing rebellions 

against the Ming.232 The only difference between these two incidents was who the enemy was on 

each occasion. While Yi fought the Mongol-established Yuan in the former case, he was ordered 

to attack the Ming in the latter incident. In other words, the most important factor which decided 

whether each behavior was right or not was whether their opponents were civilized or not, in 

terms of Confucian standards. The issue that the region had originally belonged to Koguryŏ did 

not matter much to Yun. Chosŏn literati certainly identified the Ming as heavenly mandated, and 

this notion hardly changed during the seventeenth century.233 Under the circumstances where 

Confucian loyalty was prevailingly strong enough to pursue a perished Ming, there was not 

much room for a historical consciousness rooted solely on the glory of past kingdoms, to develop 
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231 Ibid., 2:3. ĿúԏҖшȒ. �ќ˘�͒Ğ, ʉÛĚ½̸…” Tongmo Mountain is also known as Ch’ŏnju Mountain 
(Җшɗ), and Ko (�) was the surname of Koguryŏ kings. It is not clear when Yun wrote this poem. It is very likely 
that he wrote it before 1645 at the age of 29. When hearing that Ming collapsed after the Qing had conquered 
Yanjing (̰e), the capital of Ming in 1645, he lamented, weeping bitterly, and informed the shrine of Ming’s 
demise. Because “taeguk” (Ě½, Ch. daguo) literally meaning “large country” is usually used to refer to a culturally 
superior state as well a large state in terms of physical size, this region probably still belonged to Ming, considering 
Yun’s consistently anti-Qing perspective throughout his life. I am translating this term as a “large state” here because 
there is no decisive evidence to reveal when it was written.  
 
232 Ibid., 12:6. “…Ʒ|γ̅ūγɲ΂ĸĂȚ…ӜЫϚǾ�ĸĂȚγЅњ…ՠűɉγ弭̪Єϑ�ŔҴ̵ŀÈˬͦó
Ǿγ�ɜ½, ʖ΄̪Є̈. ˘γ˹ӜЫՠÂ̈…”  
 
233 Ibid., 12:8. “…ѥȾҖ˘ůǧҖ˘с…Ѿʖ΄ȾҖеȾҖӴ. ǧҖǧǘђ½̈…” 
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and mature.  

Even though Song Si-yŏl and Yun Hyu were both very strong advocates of Cheng-zhu 

Learning, their relationship was far from smooth. Although he once complimented the depth of 

Yun’s knowledge after spending three days together, Song also criticized Yun harshly, accusing 

him of being a samun nanjok (ɌǅŅϵ), a radical heretic, and in 1680 had him executed by 

King Sukchong (ˁи, 1661-1720; r. 1674-1720).234 It is believed that Yun became the target of 

criticism mainly because he attempted to understand Confucian texts differently from Zhu Xi’s 

(чվ, 1130-1200) traditional interpretation. It seems that the difference between Song Si-yŏl and 

Yun Hyu in their reminiscences of Koguryŏ can be attributed to their views on the northern 

expedition. While Song used the northern expedition plan as a means to support his ultimate goal 

of making Chosŏn a legitimate, cultural replacement for the Ming in theoretical terms, Yun was 

more straightforward about using an actual military campaign to seek a new identity for Chosŏn 

in the middle of a new phase of world order as a result of the Ming’s fall after they were defeated 

by the barbaric Jurchen. This is why notes on Koguryŏ appeared more often and in more detail in 

Yun’s writings than in Song’s works.  

It is worth noting that their conflict was also discussed in the framework of realizing 

“self-identity” among the Chosŏn literati. JaHyun Kim Haboush interestingly analyzed the 

rupture among Neo-Confucian literati groups, as represented by Song and Yun and their two 

different paths of self-awareness, which emerged in the notion of the “last bastion” after the 

Ming’s fall. According to Haboush, Song paid attention to Korean scholars for their locus of 

authority in building a new identity for Chosŏn, whereas Yun emphasized the Korean state rather 
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234 Although Yun Hyu and Song Si-yŏl became acquainted in their youth, Yun’s mother is said to have once warned 
Yun that Yun was not good at judging whether people were good or bad, and Song did not seem like a noble person. 
See Paekho chip purok (ǭՀѹ ȤŬ), Āȇ 4.  
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than the scholars themselves in the process.235 Although it is interesting and worthwhile to 

examine the differences in the Chosŏn literati’s focus in the formation of their new identity, I also 

argue that the main difference between Song and Yun would be better understood through their 

perspectives on Chosŏn’s sacred position as the “last bastion” in the Confucian world. While 

Song held a “culturalistic” view of Chosŏn’s future, Yun held a “nationalistic” perspective in the 

search of new identity for Chosŏn. In spite of the difference between them, both Song and Yun 

were literati with a strong Cheng-zhu ideology, and it was just not plausible yet to expect a solid 

historical consciousness based on Koguryŏ’s “subjectivity” from the Cheng-zhu Learning literati 

in seventeenth-century Chosŏn. Despite that their historical perspective which could have 

developed further in terms of subjectivity in Koguryŏ history was still closely tied with Kija 

tradition and the notion of the last bastion, it is still apparent that they had never doubted 

Koguryŏ’s cultural lineage in the history of Chosŏn, and Koguryo’s status in the discussion of 

their past had never been questioned.     

 

Kogruyŏ was debated and reviewed more often in the eighteenth century, and Yi Chong-

hwi (ƃк�, 1731-1797) was one of the literati who had a substantial interest in Koguryŏ and 

Korean history. Although he never served as a high-ranking official at court, Yi’s historical 

perspective regarding previous history and Koguryŏ certainly left an impact on the issue of 

subjectivity in understanding history. In contrast to most historical materials compiled by the 

sixteenth century in which Silla had been regarded as the primary state over Koguryŏ and 

Paekche, Yi strongly argued that Koguryŏ should be considered the most legitimate among the 
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235 Haboush, “Constructing the Center: The Ritual Controversy and the Search for a New Identity in Seventeenth-
Century Korea,” 87. Here Haboush also explained Hŏ Mok’s (ԣƴ, 1595-1682) view about who put most emphasis 
on the Korean king in the search for their new identity.  
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Three Kingdoms because it had followed directly in the tracks of Tan’gun Chosŏn, Kija Chosŏn, 

and Mahan.236 This is probably why Yi allowed only Koguryŏ to have its own sections in 

recording the Three Kingdoms, while articles on Silla and Paekche were recorded under the 

Koguryŏ section. This is very different from previous historical writings in which Silla was 

usually listed first before Koguryŏ and Paekche. It is worth noting, though, that Yi’s emphasis on 

Koguryŏ is not primarily based on his awareness of Koguryŏ’s military strength, as shown in 

victories against Chinese dynasties such as Sui and Tang. Yi rather referred sources such as Song 

Si-yŏl for Koguryŏ’s historical importance in terms of the Confucian tradition. When explaining 

the reason for Koguryŏ’s victories against the large forces of Sui and Tang, he argued that 

because the youths of Koguryŏ had trained themselves not only to be literate gentlemen but also 

to be skilled soldiers, they were able to remain a powerful state in the area and defend 

themselves from the Sui and Tang invasions.237 For the same reason, he even praised the 

hwarang (ՐŊ) group of noble youths in Silla.238 According to Yi, the key to strengthening the 

state was to make people good at both production, such as agriculture, and military skills, as had 

been the practice during the early Yin (Ν) and Zhou (ф) periods between the seventeenth and 

eighth century BCE in China.  

Yi certainly mentioned Koguryŏ more often than previous Chosŏn literati had. In writing 

the Tongsa (ĸɁ), he composed a biography section and among the Three Kingdoms, only 

Koguryŏ had its own chapters. Among the people of Silla, only Sŏl Ch’ong and Ch’oe Ch’i-wŏn 
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236 Susan chip (ʩɗѹ), 2:23-24. “…�´ŔóЧʂ|ќ, ţ˼ǅǉӫ͝ՑИ…�´ŔЇƐԑ˦łѽњǮН͡ѽњ
…” 
  
237  Ibid., 6:31-2. “…ɶ�±Ŕ…λǀϰ̖Җԇ…ǀǒλȸǾ̈…λǀȾӌӥ�λɳ, ΊȾӌғ�λ�…̜±Ŕњ
ʜ, ƟԟΊ¾ĖӄύК©ʯâђλˋ΂˝ɰţ˼њȾ…” 
  
238 Ibid., 6:33. “…˦łњ˙ɌĈԒ�҈ээњʝ, JγÏвύ, йÂϼɍ…”   
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were mentioned in the biographies. In contrast, members of the Koguryŏ royal households and 

officialdom were introduced in the biography sections, and Ŭlchi Mundŏk was explained at 

length in a separate chapter, while his poem was mentioned in different section as well. As for 

his awareness of the battles between Koguryŏ and Sui and Tang, Yi strongly argued for 

recovering the Liaodong region. Yi’s argument, however, was not to recover the “lost” territory 

of his ancestors. The idea of capturing this region was suggested strictly for tactical reasons of 

national defense. According to Yi, because there was no ideal point for a fortress south of the 

Yalu River where they could easily defeat enemies, Chosŏn should occupy key places in the 

Liaodong region such as Ch’ongsŏk Ridge (ҨɷŞ) where Ansi and Paegam Fortress (ǭ̃ʉ) 

had been located.239 Although he was certainly aware that it had belonged to Koguryŏ in the past, 

Yi was more interested in analyzing this region for practical reasons than in remembering it as a 

symbol representing the glorious past of Chosŏn’s proud ancestor.  

Yi’s awareness of the old territory of Kija and Koguryŏ appeared in his record of a trip to 

Hamgyŏng province. After climbing Mach’ŏn Ridge (ƏҖŞ), he recalled the previous states 

that had controlled the area and explained that only about fifty to sixty percent of the old territory 

had been taken over by Chosŏn.240 Yi’s understanding of the previous territory once controlled 

by Tan’gun and Kija was also revealed in his proposal to revoke barbaric customs. In this 

proposal, he pointed out that the current Chosŏn’s territory was only two-fifths of what it had 

been under Tan’gun and Kija.241 What Yi mainly argued here was that the size of territory does 
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239 Ibid., 6:43-4. “…ĚϬűʳγĸŞ̡Ҩɷʉ̡÷ɷJƕȘƒNњќ, Ѿ|˽˖ǭ̃ŀҏλʺĕǮ�ȕǝ, �ŔǮʬ
ȕ˭ϑ. ќƂњΊγ̈…”  
 
240 Ibid., 4:13-4. “…ɛԑ˙ќrȦ͊ϭÞĸț̤. ėɛ½њС�´ŔƥȦ͊ϭλӇҋʉŀȚ…ϒĕƥ�´Ŕλĸ½
νúĥ…ĸ½ϒԏ΅ŋҮҮ˭â�Ӡ. �Ŕњ˙ǟԘωtĉλï��BĊ̤˴њ̈́ż…”  
 
241 Ibid., 6:29. “…̯˛ďïº½, ϹRϑɛԑ̈. ̖Чʂ�gϦľâ͆њβ…”  
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not matter in being a civilized center. Although Chosŏn was smaller than the Qing in terms of the 

physical size of its land, only Chosŏn had retained the features that kept them civilized. Yi stated, 

therefore, that it was necessary, in order to remain as the civilized center, to prevent the spread of 

barbaric customs such as marriage by free love, marriage by couples of the same clan, Mohe-

style funerals, children of slaves inheriting their mother’s status instead of their father’s, males 

and females walking together on the same street, and other customs from the Mohe, Jurchen, and 

Mongols.242 In other words, Yi’s main concern was how Chosŏn would survive enormous 

cultural threats from its barbaric neighbors and keep its status as the civilized center after Ming’s 

demise, instead of territorial expansion per se by recovering the Liaodong region that had once 

belonged to Tan’gun, Kija, and Koguryŏ.  

Yi’s understanding of Koguryŏ is directly related to its ties with Kija. What made 

Koguryŏ important in history was that it happened to intersect with Kija tradition in terms of 

geographical location and culture. First, P’yŏngyang, which later became the Koguryŏ capital, 

had also been the capital of Kija and Wiman Chosŏn. Koguryŏ was originally located inside 

Chosŏn territory, not the Samhan, and it remained in the heartland even as it gradually expanded 

its territory.243 For the same reason, Yi often mentioned the the large territory in the past as “the 

territory of Kija and Koguryŏ” [ï�њ�B/ï�њw].244 Due to its geographical location, 

Koguryŏ was able to borrow from the developed culture of Kija and was able to maintain 

��������������������������������������������������������
242 Ibid., 6:30. “…ǒ3ûÿɥ̳λՈѾƖԁ̈…��ɍολ[њƱɜ…®λխϟњѾƘ6њʜ…DՁѤƭλȕѤ
ȞÎѕ̖ƭв. Û�ɑăȲйƭњǵѾĜњγDՁ̈…”  
 
243 Ibid., 12:27. “…ï˵њխ΃ƔRњ, JγӶ̏΂įԏњ˼ŉÃ͡ӆѾ. �´Ŕ˔óԏԫ�w, ђխνĸúĥ̥į
Ӷ̏. ĚϬ�´ŔRЧʂЇï˵λâќȕ2̖ɛԑ, Ϥђ½ľâã͂�͍ҨŎњќ, ͖њĸǡњĚ½̈…”  
 
244 Ibid., 4:8. “…ԏњԊɲ˘Jï�њ�B…” and 12:4. “…ű��ŔλҍǟԘºќ, â˙Р˪Ǘγï�њwҍњ̖
ű…”  
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Confucian values for a long time. Secondly, taking Kija as a model in enacting and enforcing 

laws, Koguryŏ was able to avoid cruelty in carrying out punishments.245 The importance of 

keeping Confucian values in Yi’s belief also appeared in his evaluation of Silla. Yi blamed Silla 

for becoming familiar with barbaric customs, which eventually caused serious cultural 

deterioration. According to Yi, the proud customs that had originated from Kija began 

deteriorating during Silla, and this problem was not solved until Chosŏn tried to transform and 

fix them.246 He added that there were a few aspects of Silla to be praised, including the custom in 

which the three different clans had taken turns in succeeding to the throne in the early period. 

Although Silla should be criticized for its failure in transmitting civilized customs to the later 

period, early Silla, Yi argued, had some features which could be compared to the Yao-Shun 

(͕ˆ) period, and managed to produce important Confucian literati such as Sŏl Ch’ong.247  

It is not surprising therefore that Yi attributed Koguryŏ’s collapse to its negligence of 

Confucian ethics. Despite its advantage in learning from and following in the Confucian tradition 

from Kija, Koguryŏ did not focus on spreading these virtues but rather tried to expand its land in 

competition with China. Yi pointed out that, regardless of how Koguryŏ may have been 

considered “the last bastion,”248 their excessive expansion led to their arrogance, and eventually 

they lost the features of a civilized group.249 Here, Yi argued that Koguryŏ should have tried to 
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245 Ibid., 12:40. “…ï˵њʒʼӯШњǵ, ǌԅѬ̈͝. òȸπʐњ½ϣ. �±ŔyњλԳǀ҅Շ…”  
 
246 Ibid., 6:28. “…ϒï˵γŋҖԇՃ΂ţήњǤπԭњ½. ̯ѥ̖łŔњСλԁʜȷŶé˅Ժε. ʐЫǞŅǺε΂
ԉţ˼ǅǉҿωԏĕ…”   
 
247 Ibid., 6:6. “ʒγ˦łǕɶ÷ɥʀ΂Ίĕͨ�Җԇњԁ…”; 11:47-9. “…λʃҳԻĴ¯mγǡ̜ԚâήկĢխɪ˦
łњΆϒҳ˔̛…Kʃҳ΂ĸǡΆϑњ˔…”  
 
248 Ibid., 12:27-8. “…�±Ŕʎ˙…"΄ʎέ̯PʕђՑњќ…” 
 
249 Ibid., 12:28. “…̯PʕђՑњќȕγђ½ϒӆ, λτÆ@ϼƓĚǤϒӃâƙӌ�±ŔњʎĚýʖγʠՏ̈. âμ
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deepen its virtue instead of seeking a larger territory. The size of the land certainly would not 

have mattered as long as they had maintained their moral Confucian character. In other words, 

the true value of Koguryŏ lay rather in its Confucian tradition, stemming from its tie with 

Tan’gun and Kija, rather than on its geographical location per se. Therefore, to recover old 

Koguryŏ territory was not the ultimate issue, in Yi Chong-hwi’s general perspective. Although Yi 

Chong-hwi showed more interest in Koguryŏ than had previous Cheng-zhu Learning literati like 

Song Si-yŏl and Yun Hyu, his interest was still heavily influenced by the Confucian tradition, 

and this is why Yi frequently argued the continuity of not only the political but also cultural 

lineage from Kija to Koguryŏ, which was believed to have located their capital in the same area, 

P’yŏngyang.  

The most interesting point in Yi Chong-hwi’s historical perspective is revealed in his 

notion of “subjectivity” in history. Rejecting the traditional historiography in which historical 

events were basically recorded with some notes and evaluations of historians, Yi emphasized 

subjectivity in historical consciousness by arguing that history would be more valuable and 

would better survive in later periods through one’s own perspective and analysis.250 Not only 

does his emphasis on “subjectivity” certainly remind us of the notion of “independent 

recollections” in remembering the past as argued by Bergson,251 but the true meaning of history 

as presented by Yi also seems surprisingly similar to the difference between history, just-

remembered past, and collective memory as presented by Halbwachs.252 Arguably, there is a 
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՘̖ɗԊòʕϣ. Kϒ|΂½Ƽ¤ğλȕƼ¤ќâγ˘Șâγ˘Ș…”  
  
250 Ibid., 2:23. “…â˱̥ƒȕ̢˹ķ, ӌ˹˽Ѥȸ|ο, |ο̥˽Ѥȸ˹̈. Ûê`âȾ϶…˹̢|ο˽ľȕ΂њͿ
�фϞԺ. Ύ˹λνϸ̥ʖȕz…” 
 
251 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 78.  
 
252 Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 83-87.   
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substantial difference between Yi’s subjectivity and the notions of Bergson or Halbwachs. 

Whereas the independence and collectivity in modern discourse apparently represent the 

individual as an active agent in constructing collective memory, Yi’s subjectivity was strictly 

limited to a small group of Confucian literati who were able to participate in writing history. In 

spite of the difference, it is worth noticing that Yi’s fondness for the new thought of Neo-

Confucianism such as Yangming Learning helped him develop his argument about subjectivity in 

historical awareness, and it led to more discussion of Koguryŏ among the literati who belonged 

to the so-called Practical Learning group. On the other hand, the literati of Chosŏn who were 

more inclined to the practical aspects of Neo-Confucianism in the late eighteenth century 

focused on empirical studies on their interests and tried to verify historical records through 

analytical research. To these literati, the existing claim to Koguryŏ and its ties with Kija was 

questionable since it was mainly based on philosophical aspects without any logical explanation 

to support the argument. Consequently, the recognition of Koguryŏ certainly appeared differently 

in the late eighteenth century when new academic trends based on empirical studies were 

gradually emerging.  

 

III. The Rise of the New Intellectual Trends and Changing Perspectives on Koguryŏ   

As explained above, there had been a very strong Neo-Confucian tradition among 

Chosŏn literati in the seventeenth century, in which the Ming was considered to be the ultimate 

model for the world. Although Chosŏn literati publicly insisted that Chosŏn, the �last bastion” 

of Confucian tradition, should survive as a savior of the sacred tradition even after this ultimate 

model had been ended by the Qing, a new analysis about Cheng-zhu Learning also arose within 

general beliefs. In addition to the rupture between Song Si-yŏl and Yun Hyu regarding their 
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interpretation of the classics, more new trends among the Neo-Confucian literati emerged as 

more Chosŏn literati expanded their contacts with the Qing. After witnessing changes in various 

fields inside the Qing, these Chosŏn literati started to view the Qing differently. It did not take 

long for them realize that the Qing were not the inhumane barbarians that they had been labeled 

by previous literati, and there were definitely some things Chosŏn needed to learn from the Qing. 

Influenced by the new circumstances, the perspectives on Koguryŏ by Chosŏn literati had also 

changed, and they began to show different approaches in viewing Koguryŏ in their writings.  

One of the new concerns about Koguryŏ discussed by Chosŏn literati in this period was 

the question of the ethnicity of its people. For example, Chŏng Yag-yong (Ј̎͞, 1762-1836)253 

mentioned Maek (ơ) tribes as a main group comprising the Koguryŏ people.254 In contrast to 

previous literati who generally underlined ties with Kija in the discussion of Koguryŏ people, 

Chŏng instead explained that Maek tribes were nomadic and very underdeveloped. They 

protected themselves from cold weather with animal skins, which is where the character of the 

Maek came from. There was no Maek tribe among the aboriginal tribes within the Chosŏn 

territory. Some of them just came into Chosŏn from time to time seeking grassy fields and 

animals for food.255 It is quite surprising because Chŏng clearly separated Maek from the main 

tribes which composed Chosŏn to the north of the Han River and the Three Han to the south of 

the Han River.256 According to Chŏng, it was Kija and the civilized people accompanying him 
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253 Chŏng Yag-gyong was arguably the most productive Neo-Confucian literati of Chosŏn in terms of writing. His 
interest was not merely limited to Confucian classics, politics, or history. Other topics he wrote about included 
ichthyography, geography, astronomy, and physics.  
 
254 Yŏyudang chŏnsŏ (̢΍ĖϹɰ), vol. 6. 2:15. “…´ŔơњǼк…” 
 
255 Ibid., vol. 6. 2:15-16. “…̻ơϑȏȦϱњк, ˹ǤB̦њþȏǀѾƦ…�ơϑҖԇњҚƦ̈…�ơњοȏȕӠ
ϮҼʳүʻŭ豖Ѐĥǀɠʹѥ˹Ǥ…γʵԃ̕ԍ�âӣ˫̡ʵơњľƦ, ̥γί�њԃâԴ̡�. �΄њơ̈…”  
 
256 Ibid., vol. 6. 2:15. “…ЧʂïύњΔǒ̈. úԑђ½њŸο̈…”  
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who comprised Chosŏn, and they were clearly different from those who primarily comprised 

Puyŏ and Koguryŏ. His attempt to clarify the ethnic composition in the past led to the separation 

of Mahan from the Kija lineage. Unlike previous Confucian literati who had explained that 

Mahan had succeeded the Kija tradition, Chŏng argued that Mahan was not related with Kija 

because Mahan had already existed before King Chun (ѐ͒) of Kija’s Chosŏn came down to its 

territory.257 His separation of Mahan from Kija, however, did not necessarily mean that Chŏng 

was free from a historical perspective based on Neo-Confucianism. For example, he claimed 

Mahan as “China among the Three Hans” when explaining Mahan’s geographical advantages 

which eventually made them superior to Pyŏnjin (ǹѰ; Pyŏnhan) and Chinhan.258 In other 

words, it is more likely that his argument on the ethnic group of Koguryŏ people or the 

separation of Mahan from Kija appeared due to his devotion to ascertaining historical evidence 

in detail through comprehensive research rather than to his objection to Neo-Confucianism.  Nor 

does his separation of the Maek from the people who composed Korean ethnicity question the 

idea that Koguryŏ was part of Chosŏn’s ethnic lineage since he consented that it was the people 

who came to Old Chosŏn in Kija’s time who were the ancestors of the people of Koguryŏ.  

The other issue worthy of more discussion is Chŏng’s view on Liaodong. Previously, 

Liaodong had been considered by literati as a historical area, as a part of the lost land of Koguryŏ 
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257 Ibid., vol. 6. 1:32. “…ƐԑȏϒΊ½ïѐӦŋˌӃɿȋƥЅ. ĸΆƟͫïѐúŋ˔Nâ½, ȕ̥źԺ...͞˿Ɛԑȏ
ϒΊ½, ȸïѐө՞̈. ï˵êƥ, Ӡһȋƍ΂͒. Ɛԑȸï˵̈…” 
 
258 Ibid., vol. 6. 1:31. “…˹ǤњќɲȦ՞ԍĸĮԦҀŞúǶ͵eîȦΤ̥ӠҔǒȺ. ·śʳγúƐԑ�ќԁí͌Ս
Ӡ̏ȶ͊. Ѿĸ½њђ½̈. �Ɛԑė˙ľтӱ̖ɛ½̈…” Chŏng argued that it was incorrect to divide Pyŏnjin 
into Pyŏnhan and Chinhan. According to Chŏng, Pyŏnjin and Chinhan existed separately, and the former was Karak 
(*Ń, Kaya). Citing Chinese documents, he also argued that both King Kim Su-ro (÷ʾŨ͒), the first king of 
Karak, and Sŏk T’al-hae (ɶӘԚ), the second king of Silla, were originally from Mahan. See ibid., vol. 6. 2:2-3. 
“ …̠΄ԏɁ΅ѝJͫѰԑǹѰњ͒JγƐԑο΂њ. Ѿė˙њˮǆ̈. ѰԑњɶӘԚǹѰњ÷ʾŨ, Jrɲԑњο
…”  
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and an important place for national defense. Chŏng, however, interestingly argued that it was 

better for Chosŏn not to recover Liaodong because it would have not only required more 

attention but also could possibly cause serious tension with its strong neighbors.259 Liaodong had 

occupied a very special place in the discourse of historical memory. Because it had once been 

located inside Koguryŏ territory, Liaodong was often cited by Neo-Confucian literati as a key 

factor justifying their historical claim over this area. Chŏng, however, obviously questioned the 

value of this claim. He stated that Chosŏn would be better without that region because Chosŏn 

was not strong enough to handle all the tensions that could possibly result from the acquisition of 

Liaodong. Chŏng’s argument, however, did not mean that he separated Koguryŏ from the past of 

Chosŏn. He neither excluded Koguryŏ from his discussion of Korean history nor denied the link 

between Liaodong and Koguryŏ. Chŏng was clearly aware that the old territory of Koguryŏ 

included Liaodong.260 It seems that he just wanted to emphasize the practicality of his argument, 

because in the end, he agreed that it would be better to keep Liaodong if Chosŏn were strong 

enough to stretch out of peninsula since it would be impossible to march to the mainland without 

capturing Liaodong.261 In other words, Chŏng’s view on Liaodong was more likely just a 

reflection of his thought as a practically oriented scholar interested Qing-style “Evidential 

Learning” (�љԌ, kaozheng xue) which had become popular among the Chosŏn literati.  

Consequences of the new trend of historical research also appeared in Chŏng’s text about 

P’yŏngyang, the last capital of Koguryŏ. The Cheng-zhu Learning literati consistently linked 
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259 Ibid., vol. 1. 12:3. “…űĸњȕȋ½њԜ̈…ľűĸǗ΂ӂ̈. Ԉ΂Ԏњϣ…”  
 
260 Chŏng left a piece of writing specifically debating Liaodong, and it began with a statement explaining the 
northern and southern borders of Koguryŏ’s expanded territory. (Ibid., vol. 1. 12:3. űĸŮ. “�´Ŕњ˙BӠ͵Ғ
…”)  
 
261 Ibid., vol. 1. 12:3. “…ʼ̯»ɀ½șλǾ@, φЧΊԖԶҖԇњѝλ͘ÓђͰφȅϑ, ȸɼľűĸȕ"΂̈…”  
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Koguryŏ to Kija with the claim that they shared the location of their capitals. It was believed that 

Kija had settled down at P’yongyang and Koguryŏ had also moved its capital there from 

Kungnae Fortress (½þʉ), following Kija’s tradition. Consequently, P’yŏngyang, with sites 

related to Kija, was frequently mentioned by the Cheng-zhu Learning literati and often appeared 

in many poems of the literati, who mentioned legendary places related to King Tongmyŏng, such 

as Choch’ŏnsŏk, the rock where it was believed King Tongmyŏng ascended to heaven. In 

introducing notes written by earlier literati, Chŏng seriously questioned the validity of the story 

about King Tongmyŏng’s presence in P’yŏngyang, explaining that because King Tongmyŏng 

was born and passed away in the north, the sites connected to him in P’yŏngyang could not be 

accurate. He blamed the earlier Cheng-zhu Learning literati for careless research on these notes 

and transmitting incorrect information to the later period.262 Chŏng’s comment on P’yŏngyang 

did not stop at pointing out the historical errors cited by previous literati. Unlike their prevailing 

explanations about Koguryŏ’s fall in which the loss of Confucian values was blamed for its 

demise, Chŏng paid more attention to the physical aspects in his explanation of this issue. 

According to Chŏng, it was a mistake for Koguryŏ to move its capital south to P’yŏngyang even 

though P’yŏngyang was certainly protected by a series of strong fortresses and also had the 

benefit of a large population and various resources. Ironically though, these good conditions for 

living made the people of Koguryŏ loosen up and become numb even when facing a national 

crisis. Chŏng argued that Koguryŏ had been gradually losing its militaristic spirit since 
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262 Ibid., vol. 6. 7:26-30. “…Ί̷ƨɆіĸƨ͒¯М. ÅþΊƉ҃Ä…Ί̃ҿƵЧʳƦ͐ЧҖ…ĸƨ͒̔õƉƐ͟
Äђ…ʒϸ͒ˎõƉƐωÄйќђҿЧҖ…̯´Ŕ˔Ыĸƨ͒˔W½̖жȏ…ѥĸҗ͒β˴φĀ˔ɊӶ̏…ӌĸ
ƨǌɞƶĠ̖Ӷ̏, ˽Ίʖ΄ºÅ̢ƐÄԺ. Ԉ՜ƉƐЧҖњʅ, ՞¥ƚӖȕ"ϸˉλĸΆȕ�Ɂϴȕԧˮƅˇ³ҥ
̜, υ΂�ˮźњ˳έ…�ŔɁќѝͫĸƨ͒ƹϤӶ̏ȚĸúђՍgŲɗ�Ճѭъƹ…ΊɐͤʒϸĸƨʐЙɐ…°
aɀ͟ɲeОĸƨ͒ɐ. ̯´Ŕ˔Ыį̖жȏϟ̖жȏϤ�ʳњȦӌ̢Ӷ̏Ծǀʖʈ. ͐ɐ͐ƹԈ΂ȪȪ̈. Û˙ĸ
ƨњƻ͐ˊşϽ…”  
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P’yŏngyang became its capital and this was what eventually made Koguryŏ fall.263 In contrast to 

arguments by the earlier Cheng-zhu Learning literati blaming Koguryŏ for allowing its military 

strength to take precedence over its Confucian tradition, Chŏng instead attributed Koguryŏ’s fall 

to the loss of its military spirit. From Chŏng’s perspective, military power was as essential as 

cultural features in maintaining the sovereignty of a state. To Chŏng Yag-gyong, it did not really 

matter that Koguryŏ had moved its capital to where Kija settled down before. Although agreeing 

that Kija was a proud ancestor with an exemplary character, Chŏng also tried to analyze the 

history of Koguryŏ in terms of practicality, which was quite different from the conventional 

perspective held by most Neo-Confucian literati who considered Confucian values, including ties 

to Kija, as the ultimate standard to view Koguryŏ and its history.  

It is very likely that many people in P’yŏngyang recalled Koguryŏ throughout the Chosŏn 

dynasty. Previously, Ko Kyŏng-myŏng (�jƧ, 1533-1592), one of the leaders of the righteous 

armies during the Imjin War in the late sixteenth century, had encouraged people in P’yŏngan 

province (Ӷ˽Į) to remember Koguryŏ’s victories against the Sui and Tang about a thousand 

years earlier,264 as well as the many sites linked to Koguryŏ, including Yŏngmyŏng Temple 

(̷ƨɆ) and a legendary cave and rock, which probably helped reinforce Koguryŏ’s ties to Kija 

in people’s minds. In other words, a significant part of Koguryŏ’s historical importance was 

supported by its relationship to Kija.265 Therefore, the Chosŏn king sent his officials to the shrine 
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263 Ibid., vol. 1. 12:2. “…ɊįӶ̏ÌԞ½βǮɛ˴¯Āλƙ, ʼǒǉΝșʉ��}жƒΊȆ…Ӷ̏ϤβԊњúɗҗ
ʶŔԁʜ΋̲λ^ʉTѲњѕѕ͔Մϑ…Ӷ̏њοòΊ¶ϣ…ϸ͐ǀϰ½͔՘ϑƙ, Ǿǵ͐Ӈњɍќλխɪ.”  
 
264 Taedong yasŭng, (Ěĸ̌ˎ, Collection of Anecdotes and Essays during the Chosŏn Dynasty) trans. and ed. 
Minjok munhwa ch’ujinhoe, vol 9, Chaejo pŏnbang chi (ϢЯǰǤѝ, Record of Re-secured Subject State) (Seoul: 
Minjok munhwa ch’ujinhoe, 1983),�ɛ�. “…ɲӠԁʜњǐ͵ϒπԭФĺњ̤, ɄƐњ@јрʺĕǮƕњє…”  
 
265 Yongjae ch’onghwa (慵ϩҲՒ), 42. “…Ӷ̏ïύʖį…͡΂�´Ŕʖį…̷ƨɆіĸƨ͒¯МÅ, õƉÄЧҖ
ɷϤ̛…”  
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at P’yŏngyang to pray for rain during droughts.266 But it was still very hard for Chŏng Yag-gyong 

to agree to claims that King Tongmyŏng had been in P’yŏngyang; yet he did believe Koguryŏ 

was a part of Chosŏn’s history.  

Another new claim about the history of Koguryŏ as argued by literati during this period 

was the explanation about King Tongmyŏng and Chumong. In contrast to the conventional view 

in which Chumong was believed to be King Tongmyŏng’s name, literati who were dedicated to 

historical research based on logical explanations argued that Chumong and King Tongmyŏng 

were two different men in the ancient period of Chosŏn’s history. Chŏng Yag-gyong stated that 

Tongmyŏng referred only to the founder of Northern Puyŏ and that he had nothing to do with 

Chumong.267 Among the literati of the late eighteenth century, Chŏng was not the only scholar to 

argue King Tongmyŏng and Chumong were two different figures. In the Haedong yŏksa, written 

by Han Ch’i-yun (ԑӈΘ, 1765-1814),268 Koguryŏ was recorded in more detail than Paekche 

and Silla. Han also stated that there were two different Koguryŏ in history, and King Tongmyŏng 

and Chumong were not same person, as had been stated by earlier literati. Han explained that 

Tongmyŏng was the king of Puyŏ, and Chumong, a descendant of King Tongmyŏng, fled to the 

region that was the former territory of “Kuryŏ,” then established his kingdom, “Koguryŏ.”269 It is 
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266 Tan’gun was also enshrined with Kija and King Tongmyŏng in this shrine. (Chaejo pŏnbang chi, βɃ. “…ȧa
ϥ˪, īͪ͟ďÀïύĸƨ͒ƻ…” )  
 
267 Yŏyudang chŏnsŏ, vol. 6. 3:2. “…ĸƨβώƨ˘ȦȘ̤˔ЫњƦ, ̢чƷǀʈ̈…”  
 
268 Although Han Ch’i-yun wrote most of the Haedong yŏksa, Han Chin-sŏ, his nephew added the geography section 
later after Han Ch’i-yun died.  
�
269 Haedong yŏksa, 6:1. “…чƷ˔W½̖�´œќϊՃ΂�´œ, ̯ӌĸǡϺխѤΊō´œ½̈…” The Haedong 
yŏksa was not the first book which argued that there were two Koguryŏ states in history. Sin Kyŏng-jun (˧kё, 
1712-1781) argued in his Kanggyego (Bw�) that the first Koguryŏ was the one which was controlled under the 
Hyŏnt’o (Ch. Xuantu) Commandery (ԫ�Ã) of Han (ԏ); meanwhile, the Sosumaek (ʕʳơ) that appeared in the 
Han shu was the Koguryŏ established by Chumong. �
�
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not clear if either Chŏng or Han was the first to distinguish Chumong from King Tongmyŏng in 

the ancient history of Chosŏn because there was an indication that someone earlier had 

mentioned this issue briefly before.270 No matter who had argued it first, it is obvious that the 

newly emerging academic trend stressing practical aspects in analysis led to a discussion about 

Koguryŏ, including King Tongmyŏng and Chumong.  

 

Although both Chŏng’s writing and Han’s Haedong yŏksa showed different historical 

perspectives than the earlier literati’s views, neither Chŏng nor Han were completely free from 

Neo-Confucian historiography. Han’s detailed documentation of Koguryŏ’s history, relative to 

the other Three Kingdoms, in his Haedong yŏksa was likely because Koguryŏ had more contacts 

with China than Paekche and Silla did, due to its location,271 and Han also criticized Buddhism 

harshly for its irrational stories, stating that the official history of Chosŏn as it was known in 

China included many unrealistic stories because Silla and Koryŏ were fond of Buddhism.272 

Furthermore, in the explanation of Tang Taizong’s plan to attack Koguryŏ, Han commented on 

Taizong’s will as a sign demonstrating his greatness. 273  Chŏng Yag-yong’s statement on 

Paekche’s superiority over Silla also reflected his Neo-Confucian perspective. According to 
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270 Although it was not recorded in previous materials, the possibility of Tongmyŏng and Chumong being two 
different figures was acknowledged by some literati as early as the late fifteenth century because Han mentioned 
Kim Ch’ŏl-lyŏng’s (÷ҕš, 1469-1503) prose about Koguryŏ. (Haedong yŏksa, 6:4. “…˹ʌиЧ˜Ʉ÷ҕš�´
ŔȠ͐ĸƨsâԨ̞чƷ˒â̤Ө, ˘ʅƨՓέ.”)  
�
271 Han Ch’i-yun tried to write a history of Chosŏn while citing as many as five hundred forty-four foreign 
documents, not only Chinese but also Japanese. Of the documents to which Han referred, all but the twenty-four 
Japanese documents were Chinese.  
 
272 Ibid., 2:1-2. “…ĸɁʖ̜ďÀȾJ՞Ӗȕm…âʖӒՙςЙɹŀ̘ҿ̖ǵՑmłŔњęеɟι©â�ѥѾ…γ
ѥŸϸђ½ʹɀφͩπԭњǤÎ̖̘¥њ�"ːӕ�.”  
 
273 Ibid., 8:3. “…[�ѾӌѤЙњͮ˱ǌɞφχȕϤ�Ŕ̈.]”  
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Chŏng, Paekche’s annexation of Mahan, the most developed entity among the Three Hans, was 

the main reason why Paekche was superior to its neighboring kingdom. What is interesting in 

Chŏng’s claim is the example he presented in order to prove Silla’s backwardness. He explained 

that the three clans’ rotation of the throne in early Silla was evidence of Silla’s inferiority. 

According to Chŏng, it just happened because Silla people did not know the proper way to select 

a king, not because they tried to maintain Confucian virtues by yielding the throne, as assumed 

by earlier literati.274 Considering that Silla had been praised earlier for demonstrating Confucian 

virtues in how they rotated the kingship, it is probable that the new trend of paying more 

attention to practical matters directly related to the actual life of people, rather than mainly 

focusing on an interpretation of Neo-Confucian classics in historical research that resulted in 

changes.   

In spite of their belief in Neo-Confucianism, both Chŏng Yag-gyong and Han Ch’i-yun 

clearly demonstrated a new perspective on the history of Koguryŏ, and it is obvious that the 

Chosŏn literati’s deepened interest in Qing and new thoughts introduced through it contributed to 

this change. Chŏng Yag-yong’s research was one of the products of this situation, and it arguably 

revitalized historical consciousness from the memories of Koguryŏ in late Chosŏn. 

Consequently, an expanded perspective of Koguryŏ had a profound influence on nationalist 

activists in the late nineteenth century and through the colonial period as Chosŏn was forced to 

expose itself to the world in the middle of clashes between imperial powers.  
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274 Yŏyudang chŏnsŏ, vol. 1. 12:1. “…Ǖɶ÷ɛʊѷω΂͒…Ůϑ΄âΊʀʪњΔΫλâȾĤͺǮ͒, Јύ͐ȕ̯. 
ѾεϱњŶ̈…ǌɞγиƻʗƴњИλдР˱ӇРŮα. ͜�ȸεϱњŶϣ…” In his comment on Silla, Chŏng 
consistently criticized Silla by pointing out the disarray of the royal lineage throughout its history. Negative 
descriptions of Silla by Chŏng were also revealed in his statement about early Silla when, he argued, Silla had been 
subjugated to both Paekche and Kaya. (Ibid., vol. 6. 2:5. “…Ѿ˙ɛԑњђ˦ł΍՞ƞǀǅ, âЧȽђ½ՆȤ̖͜Ǯ
НՆȤ̖͜)ł…”)   
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Conclusion  

It is interesting to see how one dominant ideology in society can influence various 

aspects of society, and Cheng-zhu Learning had arguably enjoyed a dominant status since the 

fifteenth century in Chosŏn. Ironically, the Ming’s collapse even solidified its status while 

Chosŏn literati claimed themselves to be so chunghwa or “the last bastion” of Neo-

Confucianism. This is why Koguryŏ was remembered mostly in the context of the Neo-

Confucian tradition rather than as a symbol of national resistance during and after a series of 

foreign invasions. Although Chosŏn literati clearly preferred to view Koguryŏ and its history 

through the prism of Confucian tradition, it does not imply that they separated this ancient 

kingdom from their history by any means, and they were aware their Chosŏn certainly possessed 

not only political but also cultural lineage of Koguryŏ which was specifically underlined by its 

tie to Tan’gun and Kija. Meanwhile Chosŏn literati repeatedly demonstrated their interest in the 

old Koguryŏ territory, and they were also well aware that it would be very unlikely for Chosŏn to 

recapture this region by force. Therefore, the memories of Koguryŏ basically were being played 

to sustain anti-Qing propaganda and support their discourse on the last bastion. The strengthened 

tradition of Cheng-zhu Learning did not allow much room for Koguryŏ to emerge as a proud 

model of Chosŏn’s past, which is what might have happened under different circumstances. In 

most occasions when a state is forced to fight an enemy, its own history often tends to be recalled 

and brought out in order to encourage resistance against foreign invaders. It should have been 

Koguryŏ that Chosŏn would have considered as its model. In reality, however, Koguryŏ was 

hardly mentioned by the literati of Chosŏn during and after these foreign invasions, and there 

were some specific reasons for that.  
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Koguryŏ did not have an easy relationship with China throughout its history and their 

military success was generally highlighted by victories against the Chinese empires such as Sui 

and Tang. When the Imjin War broke out in 1592, Chosŏn was gradually developing their 

relationship with Ming after managing to normalize relations with them, following repeated 

attempts since its establishment. Additionally, the Ming was the only hope for Chosŏn through 

the war against Japan, and the ruling class of Chosŏn showed their reckless faith in the Ming as 

their savior. Therefore it must have been hard for Chosŏn to emphasize Koguryŏ as a model as 

long as they tried to maintain a close relationship with the Ming at the same time. Although 

Ŭlchi Mundŏk appeared again in one publication in the early eighteenth century, he was still 

recorded in the literary tradition as a hero who had saved his state from a foreign invasion.275 

More importantly, Chosŏn’s ardent following of the Ming was based on Neo-Confucianism. As 

Cheng-zhu Learning became dominant in Chosŏn, it was hard for Chosŏn literati to analyze 

issues without any intervention from their Neo-Confucian beliefs. This is probably why, on the 

limited occasions when Koguryŏ appeared in documents, it was usually perceived through the 

prism of Neo-Confucianism rather than evaluated on its own achievements.  

The rise of new thoughts such as Yangming Learning and reform Confucianism in the 

eighteenth century, however, helped Koguryŏ to be viewed in a different prospective. Emphasis 

on practical necessity and historical research through evidence was taken over and developed 

further by literati belonged to the so-called “Practical Learning” group, which tried to analyze 
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275 Ŭlchi Mundŏk was mentioned at the very first part of the Paegun sosŏl (ǭͬʕʅ) written by Yi Kyu-bo. 
Interestingly though, it was not found in the collections of Yi’s original writings. It was in the 1710s when Yi’s 
comment about Ŭlchi Mundŏk first appeared in Hong Man-jong’s (Ջƕи, 1643-1725) Sihwa ch’ongnim (˝ՒҲ
Ɗ). Because it also mentioned the Yaoshantang waiji (͕ɗĖ͔ð) which was published in the Ming period, it is 
not likely that Yi Kyu-bo himself made this comment about Ŭlchi Mundŏk in the Paegun sosŏl. Rather, it seems 
Ŭlchi Mundŏk was added later by Hong (or another literatus) in order to remind readers of Koguryŏ’s victory 
against China.  
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history through careful research and cautious review of earlier texts. The perception of 

Koguryŏ’s old territory and re-examination of its historical characters also reflect the change in 

the literati’s perspective of Koguryŏ. Although Koguryŏ’s geographical location tied it with 

Tan’gun and Kija and still appeared in texts about Koguryŏ because of a strong Cheng-zhu 

Learning convention,276 literati exposed to new thoughts were willing to expand their interests to 

practical issues instead of limiting them to philosophical discussion based on Neo-Confucian 

classics, and both their claims, about the two different Koguryŏ in history and two different 

figures of King Tongmyŏng277 and Chumong, were the products of their new research style, 

using references from various records, including foreign materials. Because they generally 

focused on practical aspects, Liaodong was less emphasized278 and the myth surrounding 

Tan’gun was criticized as a created fable rather than history. Although they were still Cheng-zhu 

Learning literati and Neo-Confucian perspectives still appeared in their writings, their new 

attitude of viewing history was certainly different from the previous one. They took references 

not only from Chinese materials but also other sources, including Japanese materials, for their 

research. This arguably implies that they were able to expand their historical perspective outside 
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276 It is interesting to note that people from P’yŏngan province had been discriminated against throughout Chosŏn 
dynasty. Yi Chung-hwan (ƃѕ՚, 1690-1756) stated that it had been very rare for people from these provinces to be 
appointed to high-ranking positions because many military personal who had helped Yi Sŏng-gye to establish the 
Chosŏn dynasty were from these regions. After becoming king, Yi was admonished not to pick people from there 
and eventually, even powerful families in the capital avoided getting acquainted with families from P’yŏngan and 
Hamgyŏng provinces. (T’aengni chi (ӞƆѝ), Ӷ˽Į·ԓpĮ.)  
 
277 Regarding King Tongmyŏng’s origin, Yongjae ch’onghwa introduced another interesting incident. A Ming official 
coming to Chosŏn as an envoy visited a shrine for Tan’gun where King Tongmyŏng’s mortuary tablet was also kept. 
Interestingly, he stated King Tongmyŏng was Chinese when he saw the tablet for him. (Yongjae ch’onghwa, 69. “…
͡ѥďÀƻ`ĸƨ͒ͻӮ͐, Ѿԏο̈...”)  
 
278 Han Ch’i-yun included a Tang emperor’s claim over Liaodong in the Haedong yŏksa. According to Emperor 
Taizong, Liaodong had actually been under Chinese control. It is not clear whether Han Ch’i-yun agreed to this 
claim or not. However, Han added extra information clarifying Tang’s argument. (Haedong yŏksa, 8:4. “…ѥ̖űĸ
РʉȏJђ½ÃԬ. [�Ŕњќԏ΅J΂ÃԬ, Ѫ˵њŅ˔̢ђ½Ѕ.]…”)  
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Neo-Confucianism while new academic trends arose in Neo-Confucianism, and their arguments 

such as Yi Chong-hwi’s emphasis on “subjectivity” in historical consciousness certainly provided 

a foundation for the further discussion of historical consciousness from the late nineteenth 

century through the Japanese colonial period. Despite the variety of views and the appearance of 

new interpretation in the eighteenth century, it is clear that Chosŏn literati still considered 

Koguryŏ to be part of their political, cultural, and ethnic heritage.   
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Chapter Five  

 

Koguryŏ in the Modern Reconstruction of Korean Identity  

 

Introduction  

After the opening of the ports in 1876 as a result of the Kanghwa Treaty with Japan, 

Chosŏn became a political battlefield for imperial powers. The Qing had no interest in losing its 

influence on Chosŏn while Japan was seeking to expand its power in northeast Asia. Russia was 

also paying cautious attention to the political situation in Chosŏn, and other Western countries 

such as England, France, and United States showed interest in Chosŏn as well. Eventually, this 

change in northeast Asia made Chosŏn adjust in order to survive in the midst of the clashes of 

these imperial nations. Although opened to the Western world by force, Chosŏn tried to respond 

to the changes with a series of reforms in the late nineteenth century. As a result of these reforms, 

Chosŏn claimed it was an imperial state after changing its name to the Taehan Empire (ĚԑЙ½, 

Great Han Empire) and attempted to balance the major powers surrounding the Korean 

peninsula. In spite of Chosŏn’s effort to transform into a modern nation and remain an 

independent state, Japan colonized Chosŏn from 1910 until 1945.  

The memories of Koguryŏ re-emerged significantly during this period. Because it had 

survived a series of foreign invasions through its history, Koguryŏ became more emphasized and 

discussed by the Korean people279 in order to encourage resistance against aggression by foreign 
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279 Technically, the official name was still Chosŏn and the Taehan Empire (after 1897) until it was colonized by 
Japan in 1910. It was 1948 when the Republic of Korea (Taehan min’guk) was adopted as the official name of South 
Korea. I, however, will use the name Korea more often hereafter because Korea started appearing as a “modern 
nation” during this period. For the same reason, I use the term “Korean people: instead of “Neo-Confucian literati” 
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nations and ultimately the Japanese colonial regime. Ironically, Koguryŏ became a very sensitive 

issue to Japan as well because it was planning to expand its territory to Manchuria, the area that 

Koguryŏ had controlled until its demise in 668, when it was defeated by the Silla-Tang allied 

forces. Therefore, Japanese scholars researched Koguryŏ history as early as the 1890s, and their 

scholarship on Koguryŏ tended to reflect Japanese imperialist ambitions throughout the colonial 

period. As long as Japan was looking for every possible method to help in its control of Korea 

after 1910, Koguryŏ was too valuable an asset to bypass in the colonial scholarship on Korean 

history.  

Japanese colonial scholars encountered a dilemma in projecting Koguryŏ in their 

scholarship. First, scholars arguing for a shared ancestry between Koreans and Japanese had to 

deal with the Korean belief that Tan’gun was the original ancestor of the Korean people, as well 

as assertions about Tan’gun’s having certain ties with Koguryŏ. However, Japan also had to 

separate Koguryŏ from the collective memory of the Koreans as their independence movements 

were propelled by memories of Koguryŏ and emerged as a serious concern for the colonial 

regime. Therefore, Japanese scholars argued that Korean people were hardly related to Koguryŏ 

because the people of Koguryŏ were closer to those in Manchuria than to those on the peninsula. 

Furthermore, they justified their colonization by insisting that Chosŏn had had a long history of 

dependency as confirmed by its relationship with various Chinese dynasties. Regardless of 

whether Japanese colonial scholarship tried to illuminate the historical ties between Korea and 

Japan, or if they separated Koguryŏ from the main discussion of Korean history under their 

Manchuria-focused historical perspective, it was inevitable for them to address Koguryŏ more 

often during the colonial period.  
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in the context of their discussion of Koguryŏ because common people were among those who remembered and 
discussed Koguryŏ, having read newspaper articles and textbooks.  
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Koguryŏ appeared in various materials, not only in historical books but also in 

newspapers, journals, and textbooks from the late nineteenth century throughout the colonial 

period. While attempting to transform itself into a modern nation, Chosŏn adopted some 

governmental renovations. The publication of textbooks for young students and the emergence of 

various newspapers were some examples that show the formation of a modern nation, and these 

changes certainly helped to spread conventional Koguryŏ memories previously limited only to 

literati so they finally become embedded in the collective memory of most, in not all, Koreans. 

Although every historical aspect of Koguryŏ was examined for its legitimacy in Korean history, 

the cultural and ethnic lineages of Koguryŏ specifically were quickly emerging as points of 

discussion, and consequently Koguryŏ ethnicity emerged as a center of controversy among 

Korean nationalists and Japanese scholars, even while its political lineage was generally 

accepted in Korean history.  

In this chapter, I will review various historical materials dealing with Koguryŏ and 

analyze how Koguryŏ was perceived during the late Chosŏn period and the Taehan Empire 

throughout Japanese colonial period until 1945. Although three aspects - political, cultural, and 

ethnical - were still mentioned consistently in discourses on Koguryŏ, there were also some 

changes in the projection of each lineage, and the intervention of the colonial perspective on 

Korean history caused more complications in the emergence of Koguryŏ memories. I will 

discuss the conditions in which three historical lineages of Koguryŏ developed and how they 

matured throughout this period by analyzing the early Japanese research on Korean history and 

the Korean nationalists’ response to the Japanese claim.  

 

I. Koguryŏ on the Verge of Nationalism in Chosŏn   
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Emerging interest in Koguryŏ among Koreans during the late nineteenth century was 

related closely to Japanese expansion following the Meiji Restoration (ƨӆΏ˦) in 1868. 

Chosŏn became the first target of Japanese imperialism, and Japan did not hide their intentions of 

using Chosŏn as a base camp for their further expansion into Manchuria. While Japan was 

gradually raising its interest in Manchuria, the discovery of King Kwanggaet’o stele in 1883 

ignited a boom in research on Koguryŏ and Manchuria by Japanese scholars.280 Since the stele 

was rediscovered, not only Japanese scholars but also Koreans published many articles about the 

stele and the ancient kingdom. In the following section, I will analyze how they perceived 

Koguryŏ in political, cultural, and ethnic lineages in Korean history from the 1880s until 1910, 

through a review of textbooks, newspapers, and other writings.  

 

One of the Main Axes in Ancient Korean History  

It is obvious that Japan had a tremendous impact on Chosŏn society since the late 

nineteenth century. Facing unprecedented threat from the outside, Chosŏn searched for a model 

for its own reformation, and Japan was one of sources upon which Chosŏn heavily relied. In 

addition, because it was Japan that forced Chosŏn to open, Japan happened to possess a huge 

advantage in solidifying its status as a “patron” of Chosŏn until colonizing it officially in 

1910.281 Therefore, many of the reforms instituted by Chosŏn were obviously influenced by 

Japan. Education was one of the fields in which Chosŏn launched reforms, and the first modern 
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280 The text of the stele was first published by Yokoi Tadanao (եЉӀѧ, 1857-1928) in the Kaiyoroku (�̠Ŭ) 5: 
Kōkuri Kōtaiō hibun (�±ŔԻӜ͒ȵǅ) in 1889. Yokoi argued that the text on the stele proved Japanese control 
over the southern part of the Korean peninsula in the fifth century, and his argument became representative of 
Japanese historiography on ancient Korean history.  
 
281 Japan’s exclusive status with Chosŏn was solidified by the Japanese victory in the Russo-Japanese War and 
internationally endorsed by the 1905 Protectorate Treaty between Chosŏn and Japan. 
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textbooks appeared in 1895 when the Ministry of Education (Hakpu, ԌȢ) published a series of 

books for reading and history. According to Kwanbo (�Ȃ), the official gazette, the ultimate goal 

of education during this period was to inform the people about their nation and instill a virtuous 

spirit among them, and the education of history was taken as a main means to foster national 

pride and unite people.282 It was no surprise that Koguryŏ often appeared during this period in 

many educational materials, including textbooks.  

Since the Kungmin sohak tokbon (½ǒʕԌĴȏ, Elementary Readings for Citizens; a 

Korean language primer), arguably the very first textbook for young students, was published in 

1895, Koguryŏ has never been excluded from Korean history in any historical materials, both 

state-sponsored and individually written documents. Among the great heroes in the history of 

mankind introduced in the Kungmin sohak tokbon, there were only two Koreans, and one of 

them was Ŭlchi Mundŏk.283 It said that the Chosŏn people in the Koguryŏ period were able to 

defeat the Sui army despite being hugely outnumbered and Ŭlchi Mundŏk was hailed as the 

greatest man in four thousand years of Korean history. Every textbook published in this period 

said that Koguryŏ was unquestionably considered a part of the ancient history of Chosŏn. In the 

Chosŏn yaksa (ЧʂŌɁ, A Brief History of Chosŏn), one of the very first history textbooks 

published by the Ministry of Education in 1895, Koguryŏ appeared in the list of 

kingdoms/dynasties that had once existed in Korean history. Of its ten chapters, beginning with 

Tan’gun Chosŏn, the Chosŏn yaksa listed Koguryŏ in the seventh chapter after introducing Silla 
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282 Kim Hŭng-su, “Hanmal kuksa kyoyuk mit kyokwasŏ e kwanhan yŏn’gu” (A Study of the History Education and 
Textbooks in the Late Nineteenth Century of Chosŏn) Yŏksa kyoyuk 29 (1981): 49.  
 
283 The other Korean was King Sejong. Interestingly, the Kungmin sohak tokbon also introduced foreigners such as 
James A. Garfield, the twentieth president of the United States, and Genghis Khan. Besides short biographies of 
historic figures, it also contained various information on industries and topics such as chemistry.   
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in chapter six.284 Although it connected Kija directly to Mahan instead of to Koguryŏ, the 

Chosŏn yaksa still related Koguryŏ with Kija and Tan’gun by stating that all of them chose 

P’yŏngyang as their capital. Using geographical location to stress historical legitimacy was 

common in the texts that dealt with Koguryŏ history during this period. In the Tongguk yŏksa 

(ĸ½ŗɁ, History of Korea), also published by the Ministry of Education in 1899, Koguryŏ 

appeared right after Kija and Wiman Chosŏn in the section on the capitals of previous states in 

Korean history, although Silla followed Tan’gun and Kija in a general overview section before 

Koguryŏ.285 More importantly, it is worthwhile to note that all the historical incidents of the 

Three Kingdoms were recorded under a Three Kingdoms section in chronological order, because 

it implies that the Three Kingdoms were dealt with quite evenly even if Silla was mentioned 

before Koguryŏ and Paekche in the general overview in the Tongguk yŏksa. The Yŏksa chimnyak 

(ŗɁѸŌ, Brief History), another history textbook published in 1905 by Kim T’aeg-yŏng 

(÷ӟ̶, 1850-1927)286 also stated historical incidents chronologically. Kim listed the first kings 

of each of the Three Kingdoms in his Yŏksa chimnyak, and interestingly, he even introduced the 

second kings of Silla and Koguryŏ in his writings. Although he still addressed Wiman in the text 

of the Mahan section and positioned Silla before Koguryŏ and Paekche, introducing the first and 

even second kings of Koguryŏ while explaining about the founders of the Three Kingdoms 

clearly reflected the authors’ attempts to get students and readers to acknowledge Koguryŏ as 
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284 The ten chapters of Chosŏn yaksa are: 1) Tan’gun Chosŏn, 2) Kija Chosŏn, 3) Samhan, 4) Wiman Chosŏn, 5) 
Sagun ibu (ɃÃβȢ, the Four Commaderies and Two Prefectures), 6) Silla, 7) Koguryŏ, 8) Paekche, 9) Koryŏ and 
10) Ponjo (ȏЧ) Chosŏn.  
 
285 The Tongguk yŏksa stated that Mahan was absorbed by Paekche, while Chinhan and Pyŏnhan were annexed by 
Silla and Kaya, respectively.  
 
286 Kim T’aeg-yŏng was very much involved in the textbook publishing project during this period when he served in 
the Ministry of Education. His books became the models for history textbooks until Hyŏn Ch’ae (ԫҊ, 1886-1925) 
wrote a thematic history that also covered topics such as culture and political structure.  
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much as Silla in understanding the political lineage of their history.287�

Inclusion of Koguryŏ in the political lineage of Korean history became even more 

obvious when Hyŏn Ch’ae (ԫҊ, 1886-1925) wrote the Chungdŭng kyokwa Tongguk saryak 

(ђŀ©��ĸ½ɁŌ, Basic History of Korea – for Middle School) in 1907. Hyŏn claimed 

Koguryŏ was the strongest state in Korean history since Old Chosŏn had fallen in the first 

century BCE as a result of the Han (ԏ) invasion.288 It was not used as a history textbook for long 

because the Japanese colonial regime banned this book along with Hyŏn’s other books, from 

being used as history textbooks after Chosŏn was officially annexed in 1910.289 It does not seem, 

however, that including Koguryŏ in Korean history was what made Hyŏn’s books banned as 

textbooks because not only Korean authors, but also Japanese scholars, in 1890 publicly 

recognized Koguryŏ as a legitimate regime comprising ancient Korean history during the Three 

Kingdoms period. In the 1890s, both Tsuboni Kumezō (ӵЉ¯Ɛɛ, 1858-1936) and Yoshida 

Tōgo (öϿĸͅ, 1864-1918) consistently addressed Koguryŏ in their articles about the ancient 

history of Chosŏn.290 
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287 Although there is no doubt that Koguryŏ and Paekche were believed to have retained their political lineages in 
Korean history along with Silla, it was still Silla that was considered as the main state of the three. For example, 
Koguryŏ and Paekche were recorded under the Silla section in the Taedong yŏksaryak (ĚĸŗɁŌ), which was 
published written by Yu Sŏng-jun in 1908.  
 
288 Chungdŭng kyokwa Tongguk saryak, 1:7. Hyŏn Ch’ae published another book titled Tongguk saryak in 1908. 
Hyŏn again praised the military strength of Koguryŏ in his Panmannyŏn Chosŏn yŏksa (ǖƕĀ ЧʂŗɁ, History 
of Chosŏn: Five Thousand Years) in 1923. In this book, he included pictures of important people in history, and the 
very first figure in the list was Tan’gun, followed by Kija and Yi Sŏng-gye. Interestingly, the first non-king listed 
was Ŭlchi Mundŏk, given just after Yi Sŏng-gye.  
 
289 This censorship by colonial authorities caused anger among Korean nationalists. For example, Sin Ch’ae-ho (˧
ҊԿ, 1880-1936) accused the Bureau of Education of censorship. See “Kukka rŭl myŏlmangk’e hanŭn Hakpu,” (½
#� ƥƙ� �� ԌȢ, The Bureau of Education is Destroying the Nation) Taehan maeil sinbo (ĚԑƟχ˧Ȃ), 
March 16, 1909.  
 
290 Tsuboni Kumezō “Ko Chosēn sangoku teiritsu keiseiku,” 1-4 (|Чʂɛ½ЗƍԴʓ�, Study on the Formation of 
Three Kingdoms in Ancient Chōsen) Shigakkai zasshi (ɁԌգϙѦ) 35, 36, 37 and 38 (October 1892-January 1893); 
Yoshida Togo, Nikkan koshidan (χԑ|Ɂč, Ancient History of Japan and Korea) (Tokyo: Fuzanbo, 1893). 
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It is no surprise that Japanese scholars agreed to include Koguryŏ in the ancient Korean 

history considering that Japan was likely planning to march into Manchuria. As long as 

Manchuria remained in their strong interest, there was no reason for Japan to deny Koguryŏ’s 

position in Korean history. Because Japan realized that it would be beneficial to link Koguryŏ in 

the history of Chosŏn to justify its future expansion beyond the peninsula, Koguryŏ consistently 

appeared even in Korean history textbooks that had passed Japanese censorship. In the Ch’odŭng 

pon’guk yŏksa (ҫŀ ȏ½ŗɁ, Korean History – for Elementary School) which was published 

in 1909 and passed Japanese censorship for use as a history textbook, Koguryŏ was stated to be 

the first kingdom established out of three. Although Silla was explained before Koguryŏ in the 

fifth chapter, the years in which Silla and Koguryŏ were founded was given as 26 BCE and 36 

BCE respectively. This is worth noting because most previous materials presented to Silla as 

having been founded before Koguryŏ, providing one of the main reasons why they addressed 

Silla first before Koguryŏ in their texts. As interest in Koguryŏ and research about this ancient 

kingdom quickly increased in this period, Koguryŏ was not only understood to share political 

legitimacy in Korean history, but also started being endorsed as the first kingdom among the 

three, in terms of the order of establishment. Although there was no further explanation from the 

author as to why he explained Silla to have been first before Koguryŏ in the main text of the 

Ch’odŭng pon’guk yŏksa, although he stated that the latter preceded the former by about ten 

years. The specification, however specious, of the year of each kingdom’s founding certainly 

proved that Koguryŏ was recognized as much as Silla in the discussion of Korean history even in 

materials endorsed by the colonial regime.  

Although history textbooks were one type of material evidencing the elevated status of 
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Shigakkai zasshi changed its title to the Shigaku zasshi (ɁԌϙѦ) from no. 37 in December 1892.  
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Koguryŏ in the discourse on Korean history, they were not the only documents reflecting 

people’s perspectives on Koguryŏ. After his books were banned from the textbooks on Korean 

history, Hyŏn Ch’ae kept publishing articles about Korean history in a journal. From the fifth 

issue in October 1908 to the last issue in 1909, the Honam hakpo (ՀúԌȂ, The Journal of 

Honam) posted a series of Hyŏn’s articles in which he again claimed that Koguryŏ was the 

strongest of the many states throughout Korean history since Tan’gun Chosŏn.291 It does not 

seem coincidental that Hyŏn started contributing his writing to the journal right after the 

Japanese regime censored his book for textbook use,292 and in the end, his Tongguk saryak was 

not only banned as a textbook, but Japanese authorities even prohibited it from being read in 

May 1909.293  

 Regarding the political lineage of Koguryŏ in Korean history, the Sinjŏng Tongguk yŏksa 

(˦Гĸ½ŗɁ, New History of Korea) published in 1906 showed an interesting change in the 

explanation of ties among Kija, Mahan, and Koguryŏ. In contrast to the conventional claim that 

Mahan had solely inherited Kija Chosŏn, there were two different groups that followed Kija; one 

was Wiman, and the other was Mahan. In a diagram of the Sinjŏng Tongguk yŏksa that explained 

the political lineage of Korean history, Koguryŏ descended Wiman while Paekche was listed in 

��������������������������������������������������������
291 Honam hakpo 6 (1908): 19-21. ½#Ԍ (ʟ) – ½#њŗɁ (ʟ) – ЏӆÞԁՌ.  
 
292 “ԌȢŝ 16Ճ,” Kwanbo, September 1, 1908.  
 
293 Kyōkayō tosho ichiran (©�͝ġɰφň). 5th ed. (Keijō: Chosēn sōtofuku gakubu, 1910), 30 and 33. It is not 
surprising that Hyŏn’s Tongguk saryak was banned because in its preface he had made it very clear that Korea had 
been superior to Japan in various aspects since the Three Kingdom period. See Tongguk saryak, (ϒɬ). 
Interestingly, Hyŏn’s Tongguk saryak followed the Japanese perspective regarding ancient Korean history. For 
example, it recorded Japanese control over the southern part of the Korean peninsula in the fifth century. Basically, 
the Tongguk saryak was very similar to the Chosēn shi (ЧʂɁ) written by Hayashi Taisuke (ƊӝȈ, 1854-1922) in 
1892. Hyŏn just added Tan’gun to Hayashi’s book, thus showing his dissatisfaction with “Korean” history being 
written by a foreigner. It is also worth noting that Hyŏn Ch’ae used “my” or “our” to refer Chosŏn/Korea in his 
preface to the Tongguk saryak, using terms such as aguk (˹½), amunmul (˹ǅǉ), and a-Hansa (˹ԑɁ).  
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the line from Mahan.294 This is very interesting because Koguryŏ was separated from Mahan, 

which had been generally believed to retain the most Kija tradition. In the circumstances in 

which conservative Confucian scholars were criticizing Japan and China for adopting aspects of 

Western (barbarian) culture and re-emphasizing Chosŏn’s status as the “last bastion of 

civilization,” any possible linkage to Kija was very crucial in its historical claim of political 

legitimacy. Within the model of “dual lineage” presented in the Sinjŏng Tongguk yŏksa, it could 

be argued that Chosŏn had succeeded and maintained two distinctive natures, a “Southern” one 

transmitted through Unified Silla and a “Northern” one taken over by Parhae. It is obvious that 

some historical documents arguing for a so-called “Southern-Northern States Period” 

[úȦ½˙ę] rather than calling it Unified Silla influenced the analysis appearing in the Sinjŏng 

Tongguk yŏksa. 295  No matter what affected the separation of Koguryŏ from Mahan, its 

consequence certainly made it easier for people to recall Koguryŏ in terms of its military 

triumphs against foreign states, and Koguryŏ’s militaristic spirit was discussed more often in the 

cultural aspect.  

The inclusion of Koguryŏ in the political lineage of Korean history culminated with Sin 

Ch’ae-ho (˧ҊԿ, 1880-1936), arguably one of the most prominent historians in this period. In 

his Toksa sillon (ĴɁ˦Ů, New Historical Perspective) published in the Taehan maeil sinbo 

(ĚԑƟχ˧Ȃ, Korea Daily News) in 1908, Sin stated that he felt deep sorrow for the 
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294 Sinjŏng Tongguk yŏksa, ŗęЙ͒ġ.  
 
295 Yu Tŭk-kong (ŷľ�, 1749-1807) was the first to suggest the term “Southern-Northern State Period” in Korean 
historiography. In his Parhae ko (ǟԘ�) written in 1784, Yu lamented that Koryŏ did not include Parhae in its 
official historiography despite Parhae’s co-existence with Silla from the seventh century till the tenth century. It is 
very likely that increased interest in Practical Learning and Parhae’s appearance in writings such as Han Paek-
gyŏm’s (ԑǮd, 1552-1615) Tongguk chiriji (ĸ½ќƅѦ), Sin Kyŏng-jun’s (˧kё, 1712-1781) Kanggye ko (Aw
�), and Yi Chong-hwi’s Tongsa contributed to Yu’s suggestion of the “Southern-Northern State” in the discussion of 
Korean history during the late Chosŏn period.  
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tremendous downfall in our history when Koguryŏ perished in the seventh century. 296 

Furthermore, Sin assumed that many records about Tan’gun would have been kept by Koguryŏ if 

it, instead of Silla, had united the Three Kingdoms because Tan’gun was the direct ancestor of 

Koguryŏ’s royal family by blood [ԯӢѧЫ]. Since Tan’gun was considered the common 

ancestor of the Korean people, Sin said Koguryŏ should not be denied its rightful place in the 

political lineage of Korean history, and therefore of the various founding kings of Korean history, 

King Tongmyŏng should be most credited with building a foundation upon which Korea could 

flourish.297  

Sin’s various articles dealing with Manchuria in this period also accounted for a new 

trend in which Koguryŏ emerged as a very intimidating topic. In articles about Manchuria 

published between 1908 and 1910, Sin analyzed this region’s importance not only for 

Koreans,298 but he also argued that Japanese fate would depend on whether they could control 

Manchuria or not.299 It is worth noting that the geopolitical importance recognized by Sin may 

have propelled the emergence of the so-called “Man-Sen” historical perspective [ƔʂɁ�] in 

Japanese scholarship after 1910. Ironically, Sin’s intention to stress the political lineage of 

Koguryŏ in Korean history through various research on Manchuria helped the Japanese scholars 

using Koguryŏ as a convenient tool to support Japanese colonial policy in Chosŏn.��

 

A Symbol of Militaristic Spirit in Korean Culture  
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296 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Toksa sillon,” Taehan maeil sinbo, September 2, 1908.  
 
297 Ibid., November 3, 1908. Here, Sin listed all three kingdoms and their first kings for his evaluation.  
 
298 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Han’guk kwa Manju,” (Korea and Manchuria) Taehan mail sinbo, July 15, 1908.   
 
299 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Manju wa Ilbon,” (Manchuria and Japan) Taehan mail sinbo, January 12, 1910.   
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The illumination of Koguryŏ in Korean history as it was on the verge of being colonized 

did not stop at the realm of political lineage, and it was the cultural aspect in which memories of 

Koguryŏ remained vivid among people of the time. The awareness of Koguryŏ’s military 

strength was arguably the most common topic in the discussion of Koguryŏ culture after the late 

nineteenth century. Not only textbooks, but also journals, newspapers and even historical novels 

included Koguryŏ’s victories and historic figures in order to stress Koguryŏ’s superiority. Since 

they were first introduced in 1895’s Chosŏn yaksa, Ŭlchi Mundŏk and Yang Man-ch’un appeared 

in most history textbooks. In both his Ch’odŭng taedong yŏksa (ҫŀ ĚĸŗɁ, Great History of 

Korea – for Elementary School), just like An Chong-hwa’s (˽мՍ, 1860-1924) Ch’odŭng 

pon’guk yŏksa published in 1909, Pak Chŏng-dong (ǕАĸ, fl. late nineteenth-early twentieth 

century) delivered Koguryŏ’s battle with Sui and Tang in two separate chapters, and the only 

difference between these two books was that the names of Ŭlchi Mundŏk and Yang Man-ch’un 

did not appear in the title of each chapter in the Ch’odŭng taedong yŏksa, whereas the Ch’odŭng 

pon’guk yŏksa mentioned their names in the titles for each chapter.300   

Another piece of evidence showing a favorable perspective on Koguryŏ and military 

strength in general was the publication of the Tongguk myŏngjang chŏn (ĸ½ƦϚϸ, Stories of 

Great Military Leaders in Korean History) in 1907.301 Among the greatest military leaders in 

Korean history listed in this book were three figures from Koguryŏ, Pubunno (țȫă, fl. first 

century BCE), Ŭlchi Mundŏk, and Yang Man-ch’un. Unlike the latter two men, only a few 
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300 Of the 41 chapters of Chodŭng Taedong yŏksa, Koguryŏ’s wars against Sui and Tang were recorded in the ninth 
and tenth chapters respectively, and they were the only chapters on the Three Kingdoms before Silla’s unification 
except for mentions of their establishments and early kings. Kim Yu-sin was also discussed in a separate chapter 
right after the chapter on unification.  
 
301 It was originally written by Hong Yang-ho (ՋŐԿ, 1724-1802) in 1794 with the title Haedong myŏngjang chŏn 
(ԘĸƦϚϸ, Stories of Great Korean Military Leaders).   
 



� ��� 

materials included Pubunno in the history of Koguryŏ, and a short reference about him in the 

Samguk sagi only stated that he had contributed to Koguryŏ’s territorial expansion by defeating 

the Sŏnbi (ʂȰ, Ch. Xianbei) tribes during the early years of Koguryŏ. It is very likely that the 

political situation of Chosŏn encouraged the publication of the Tongguk myŏngjang chŏn. As 

people were more concerned about their nation’s ability to maintain independence, it was 

inevitable that they would refer the glorious days of Koguryŏ and its military power, and 

Pubunno’s rare appearance in the Tongguk myŏngjang chŏn seemed to reflect the illumination of 

Koguryŏ culture as symbolized by its strong military spirit.  

Remembering Koguryŏ’s cultural legacy in terms of its militaristic spirit also appeared in 

the texts of journals. Sŏu (ɲ͢, Friends from P’yŏngan and Hwanghae (՟Ԙ) Provinces) 

published between 1906 and 1908, introduced many important figures of Korean history in each 

issue, and it included many Koguryŏ people for their achievements in military affairs, including 

Ŭlchi Mundŏk, Yang Man-ch’un, and Pubunno. In addition to those who had often appeared in 

other historical documents, Hyŏppu (ԕȞ, fl. first century BCE) was also introduced in Sŏu. In 

spite of the brief explanation about him in the Samguk sagi, Hyŏppu was considered so important 

in the history of Koguryŏ that the author introduced him first among people of Koguryŏ in an 

article in the inaugural edition of Sŏu as one of the most important figures in Korean history.302 It 

is also worth noting that Hyŏppu headed to Han (ԑ) in the south after leaving Koguryŏ, because 

it implies that there was some connection between Koguryŏ in the north and Han in the south. In 

other words, it is possible to interpret Hyŏppu’s flight to Han as evidence for a linkage between 
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302 Sŏu 1 (December 1906): 34-35. οǉ�. In its inaugural edition, Sŏu introduced nine figures in Korean history, 
and four out of them were people of Koguryŏ. Besides Hyŏppu, Pubunno, Songokgu (ʤ͉´, fl. first century), Miru 
(Ǔ͢, fl. third century), and Yuyu (ĆΎ, fl. thrid century) all appeared in the first issue of Sŏu. In subsequent issues, 
Ŭlchi Mundŏk (in no. 2), Yang Man-ch’un (in no. 3), and Ondal (͌đ, ?-590) (in no. 9) also appeared. 
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north and south as represented by Koguryŏ and Han, respectively.   

It is likely that the backgrounds of the people who participated in publishing the Sŏu 

played a particular role in Koguryŏ’s relatively frequent appearance in the journal because most 

of the people involved with this journal were from P’yŏngan and Hwanghae provinces, which 

were located in former Koguryŏ territory. It is possible that the editors of the Sŏu wanted to 

include various records about Koguryŏ since they had emotional bonds with their geographical 

origins.303 Emphasis of the militaristic spirit of Koguryŏ did not appear only in that one specific 

journal from that region. Honam hakpo also proved the strong trend of Koguryŏ’s increasing 

prominence. Although it ceased publication after only nine issues, Honam hakpo consistently 

dealt with Koguryŏ in its texts. In its inaugural issue, Ŭlchi Mundŏk and Yang Man-ch’un were 

the only two figures in the section on important characters in Korean history, while other 

characters who had had military successes followed in subsequent issues.304  �

The discovery of King Kwanggaet’o stele further raised people’s interest in Koguryŏ and 

its culture. As briefly mentioned before, Japanese scholars presented it as a proof confirming its 

control of southern Korean peninsular in the fifth century as stated in the Nihon shoki (χȏɰð) 

by interpreting a line from its text.305 Unlike Japanese scholars mainly focused on convincing 
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303 Strong Koguryŏ support by people from the P’yŏngan region was also revealed in An Ch’ang-ho’s (˽҈Կ, 
1878-1938) preface to Sin Ch’ae-ho’s Ŭlchi Mundŏk chŏn. In addition to the geographical ties between Koguryŏ and 
the publisher of Sŏu, it has also been argued that this region’s unique emphasis on military spirit was another reason 
for the high frequency of Koguryŏ’s appearance. See Yang Chŏng-hyŏn, “Taehan chegukki ‘chŏn’ nyu yŏksasŏ wa 
kŭ yŏksagwan” (Biography and Its Historical Perspective in the Great Han Empire), Yŏksa kyoyuk 72 (1999): 53.   
 
304 Honam hakpo 1 (June 1908): 47-54. Ʀο̜ԝ. Other characters such as Kim Yu-sin and Kang Kam-ch’an were 
introduced in subsequent issues.  
 
305 It reads “…Ǯϗ˦łº˘ʝǒΎŋЧ�λ͓γˬƸĀŋħ�өǮϗ��˦łγ΂˪ǒ…” Wheras Japanese 
colonial scholarship interpreted it as Japan subjugated Silla in 391, most both South and North Korean scholars read 
this text that Koguryŏ subjugated Silla. As presenting this stele as a historical proof justifying Japanese colonization 
of Chosŏn, Shiratori Kurakichi (ǭб�ö, 1865-1942) even claimed that it was the earliest monument 
commemorating Japanese colonization on the continent fifteen hundred years ago. See Pai Hyung-il, Constructing 
“Korean” Origins: A Critical Review of Archaeology, Historiography, and Racial Myth in Korean State-Formation 
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Japanese control of southern Korea in order to provide historical justification in favor of their 

colonialization of Korea, Korean nationalists took it as a symbol of the “Great Koguryŏ” which 

they ardently kept trying to rejuvenate in the middle of foreign, specifically Japanese aggression. 

After introducing the stele for six consecutive days from October 31 through November 6, 

1905,306 the Hwangsŏng sinmun (՝ʉ˦ǆ, Capital Gazette) praised Koguryŏ’s expansion over 

the Liao River (űԊ) by King Kwanggaet’o,307 and even argued that the most urgent issues in 

revising history textbooks were including the King Kwanggaet’o stele and giving Parhae history 

to clarify its succession of Koguryŏ. 308  In addressing various topics about Koguryŏ, the 

Hwangsŏng sinmun presented some convincing evidence claiming Koguryŏ’s cultural lineage in 

Korean history. In its editorial on June 4, 1909, the Hwangsŏng sinmun stressed the long history 

of Korean literature by showing that a Koguryŏ poem was found in Chinese material,309 and this 

article even reappeared in a journal about a month later.310 Although this editorial tried to say that 
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Theories (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2000): 27. Lately, Pankaj N. Mohan understands its 
construction as a byproduct resulted from the influence of Buddhism in the fourth and fifth century in China and 
northeast Asia. See Pankaj N. Mohan, “Rescuing a Stone from Nationalism: A Fresh Perspective on the King 
Kwanggaet’o Stele of Koguryŏ,” Journal of Inner and East Asian Studies 1 (2004): 104-109.    
 
306 “Koguryŏ Kwanggaet’o wang pimyŏng sŏgi” (�´Ŕ¤NӠ͒ȵƩɯñ, Texts on the King Kwanggaet’o Stele), 
Hwangsŏng sinmun, October 31, 1905 and “Koguryŏ Kwanggaet’o wang pimyŏng pujuhae” 
(�´Ŕ¤NӠ͒ȵƩȤьԚ, Annotation of Texts on the King Kwanggaet’o Stele), Hwangsŏng sinmun, November 
1-6, 1905.   
 
307  “Tok Koguryŏ Yŏngnak taewang (Kwanggaet’o wang) myobi tŭngbon” (Ĵ�´Ŕ̷˼Ě͒ (¤NӠ͒) 
ƹȵŁȏ, Reading the Records on the (King Kwanggaet’o) Stele), Hwangsŏng sinmun, January 6, 1909.  This 
article also appeared in the Sŏbuk hakhoe wŏlbo (ɲȦԌգ͹Ȃ) in February 1909. The only difference is that there 
was an additional note from editor of the Sŏbuk hakhoe wŏlbo at the end of the article. Interestingly, editor pointed 
out that Koguryŏ had geographical advantage for adapting Chinese culture, which helped Koguryŏ develop as an 
ancient state during the Three Kingdom period. See Sŏbuk hakhoe wŏlbo 1, no. 9 (February 1909): 21-24.  
 
308 “Yŏksa kyokwa ŭi kŭpsok kaejŏngkŏn” (ŗɁ©�� ßʠHБU, Emergency Reform of History Subject), 
Hwangsŏng sinmun, February 10, 1909. 
 
309 “Koguryŏ sisa” (�´Ŕ˝Ɂ, History of Koguryŏ Poetry), Hwangsŏng sinmun, June 4, 1909. 
 
310 Sŏbuk hakhoe wŏlbo 1, no. 14 (July 1909): 22-24.   
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Korean literary history was as long as that of China, it is worthwhile to note people chose a 

Koguryŏ poem as evidence of the long literary history of Korea, and it arguably implies that 

people were aware of Koguryŏ’s legitimacy in Korean history, not only in terms of political but 

also in cultural aspects as well.  

 

Discussions on Koguryŏ Ethnicity  

One of the issues scholars have scrutinized between the late nineteenth century and early 

twentieth century was ethnicity. In contrast to its political lineage, Japanese scholars often 

questioned Koguryŏ’s ethnic lineage in Korean history from the early years of their Koguryŏ 

studies. In 1894, Naka Michiyo (ø&ӣʒ, 1851-1908) argued that the ethnic background of the 

Koguryŏ people was different from that of the Samhan people residing in the southern part of the 

peninsula. According to Naka, the so-called Baku (ơ, Kor. Maek; Ch. Mo) tribe which mainly 

comprised Koguryŏ had never been clearly explained in historical texts and was also obviously 

different from the Samhan, which he implied formed the main group of Korean people.311 While 

generally agreeing with Naka, Shiratori Kurakichi (ǭб�ö, 1865-1942) also stated that the 

Koguryŏ people belonged to the Tunggus group, which were not related to the contemporary 

Chosŏn people.312 

Instead of directly refuting the Japanese scholars’ denial of ethnic ties between Koguryŏ 

and contemporary Chosŏn, Korean historians developed a Koguryŏ ethnic lineage within Korean 

history that was descended from Tan’gun starting with the first textbooks published in the late 
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311 Naka Michiyo, “Chōsen koshikō” (Чʂ|Ɂ�, Study of Ancient History of Chōsen), Shigaku zasshi 5, no. 5 
(May 1894): 34-41.  
 
312 Shiratori Kurakichi, “Manshū minzoku no kako” (Ɣщǒв	�O, The Past of the Manchurian People), Tōyō 
jihō (ĸ̑˙Ȃ) 132 (September 1909): 39-44.     
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nineteenth century. Since he was introduced first at the beginning of Korean history in the 

Chosŏn yaksa published in 1895, Tan’gun Chosŏn always appeared first in history textbooks. 

Whether or not Silla was favorably presented in these texts or not, Tan’gun Chosŏn had been 

universally considered as the beginning of Korean history, and Koguryŏ appeared clearly in his 

lineage. Historical documents published from the late nineteenth through the early twentieth 

century showed a similar historical perspective with the so-called the Practical Learning literati 

from eighteenth-century Chosŏn. Kim T’aeg-yŏng’s Tongsa chimnyak (ĸɁѸŌ) in 1902 and 

the Yŏksa chimnyak were two sources which revealed the influence of the Practical Learning’s 

historical perspective with scholars such as An Chŏng-bok (˽Зȍ, 1712-1791), who 

acknowledged Tan’gun as the common ancestor of Korean people in his Tongsa kangmok 

(ĸɁCƳ) in the eighteenth century.313 It is interesting that Kim still located Silla at the center 

among the Three Kingdoms in his writings in saying that (Unified) Silla succeeded Tan’gun 

eventually through Kija and Mahan. This does not mean, however, that Kim T’aeg-yŏng 

excluded Koguryŏ from the Korean historical lineage originating from Tan’gun, and Kim’s 

inclusion of Koguryŏ history in his writing suggested that he also believed Koguryŏ certainly 

shared ties with Tan’gun, which just eventually merged into Unified Silla when Koguryŏ and 

Paekche were defeated by Silla. In the Taedong yŏksa (ĚĸŗɁ) written by Chŏng Kyo (Е¨, 

1856-1925) in 1905, Koguryŏ’s position in the Tan’gun lineage was reinforced since Chŏng 

indicated that Koguryŏ succeeded Tan’gun through Puyŏ while Silla took over Kija through 

Mahan.��
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313 Kim Hŭng-su has argued that the most-often cited material for Kim T’aeg-yŏng’s work was written by the 
Practical Learning literati, and this proved their influence on history textbooks published in late Chosŏn. Kim also 
explained that their influence was the reason why most historical books during this period stopped recording at the 
end of the Koryŏ period. See Kim, “Hanmal kuksa kyoyuk mit kyokwasŏ e kwanhan yŏn’gu,” 74. Their influence is, 
however, revealed in the explanation of the linkage between Samhan, especially Mahan, and contemporary Chosŏn. 
From then on, Koguryŏ’s historical role was understood as being free of ties to Mahan.  
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It is worthwhile to note that Chŏng joined the Tongnip hyŏphoe (Ĳƍ԰գ, Independence 

Club) in asking for a reformation of the government but still strongly agreed with the idea of 

Chosŏn as the “last bastion,” simultaneously acknowledging the Kija tradition. Although it is 

clear that Kim and Chŏng, who both held strong Neo-Confucian perspectives, tried to emphasize 

the historical importance of the Three Hans, especially Mahan in terms of retaining the value of 

Kija, which had been lost in China since the Qing replaced the Ming in the seventeenth century, 

they did not deny but rather reinforced Koguryŏ’s ethnic connection to contemporary Koreans by 

presenting Tan’gun as a common ancestor of Koreans. In other words, no Korean literati doubted 

Koguryŏ’s position in Korean history in ethnic terms from the late nineteenth century through the 

early twentieth century although Koguryŏ’s ties to Mahan still remained somewhat controversial 

in Korean historiography.  

Apparently, the so-called dual lineage in Korean history also helped establish a 

foundation for the ethnic lineage of Koguryŏ. Following the structure depicted in the Sinjŏng 

tongguk yŏksa, the Ch’odŭng pon’guk yŏksa connected Koguryŏ to Wiman through the Four 

Commanderies while Paekche, Silla, and Karak were linked to Mahan, Chinhan, and Pyŏnhan, 

respectively.314 Again, because Kija Chosŏn was succeeded by two different regimes – Koguryŏ 

in the north and Three Hans in the south, the ethnicity of Koguryŏ’s people as descendants of 

Tan’gun should not be questioned regardless of uncertainty regarding its ties to Kija, as long as 

Tan’gun is accepted as common ancestor of Korean people. Considering that neither Wiman 

Chosŏn nor the Four Commanderies were mentioned in the Ch’odŭng pon’guk yaksa 

(ҫŀȏ½ŌɁ, Brief History of Korea – for Elementary School), which was published in the 

same year as Ch’odŭng pon’guk yŏksa, people in this period hardly doubted Koguryŏ as being 
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314 Ch’odŭng pon’guk yŏksa, ȏ½ŗęġ.  
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ethnically Korean because it was very clear that Koguryŏ was understood as being of Korean 

history.  

Emphasis on Koguryŏ’s highly militaristic spirit also contributed to the consolidation of 

the claims about its ethnicity as seen in Korean history. As mentioned before, the Hwangsŏng 

sinmun introduced Ŭlchi Mundŏk quite often in its editorials between 1909 and 1910, and he was 

discussed in the text in terms of  “our/us” in most instances. Since mentioned in April 20, 1909, 

Ŭlchi Mundŏk appeared at least five more times up to May 20, 1910, and the titles of three of the 

six editorials mentioning Ŭlchi Mundŏk contained a reference to “we” or “us”.315  The frequency 

of these editorials extolling Ŭlchi Mundŏk as the greatest hero in Korean history seemed to be 

related to the publication of Sin Ch’ae-ho’s Ŭlchi Mundŏk in 1908.316 Sin joined the Hwangsŏng 

sinmun as a member of its editorial committee in 1905, and his admiration of Ŭlchi Mundŏk 

likely influenced the tone of the newspaper during this period. As early as 1908, Sin wrote a 

piece in the Taehan maeil sinbo, in which he cited Ŭlchi Mundŏk as a hero of Korean history 

comparable with Europe’s Julius Caesar (100-44 BCE) and Hannibal (247-183 BCE).317 It is not 

uncommon to emphasize the role of an individual in times of national crisis, and Sin in this 
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315 The articles and editorials dealing with Ŭlchi Mundŏk during this period are: “Ŭlchi kong san” (Πџ�ɗ, 
Mountain of Lord Ŭlchi) (April 20, 1909), “Ŭlchi kong kasa e taehaya u ilkwannyŏm” (Πџ�#Ɂ� ��� ͡ φ
�ā, Additional Thoughts on the Family History of Lord Ŭlchi) (May 14, 1909), “A Han yŏksa ŭi kach’i” (˹ԑŗ
Ɂ�  Ӆ, The Value of Our Korean History) (November 26, 1909), “Ap’o nakkwanjŏk sasang” (˹ӹ ˼�ϲɋɢ, 
Have an Optimistic View) (January 21-23, 1910), “A minjok ŭi sinsŏng yŏksa” (˹ǒв� ˨ʐŗɁ, The Sacred 
History of Our Nation) (April 21, 1910) and “Pae Ŭlchi Mundŏk sang kŭp pi” (ǦΠџǅğɝÞȵ, Bowing to the 
Portrait and Stele for Ŭlchi Mundŏk) (May 20, 1910).  
 
316 The original full title of Sin’s book on Ŭlchi Mundŏk was Taedong sach’ŏnjae cheil tae wiin Ŭlchi Mundŏk. 
(ĚĸɃҕϨПφĚͼο Πџǅğ, Ŭlchi Mundŏk: The Greatest Hero in Four Thousands Years of Korean History)  
 
317 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Yŏngung kwa segye” (Heroes and the World), Taehan maeil sinbo, January 4-5, 1908. Here, the 
First Emperor of Qin (Ѯ˔՝, 259-210 BCE; r. 247-210 BCE), Xiang Yu (ԗͧ, 232-202 BCE) and Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi (Ԁ˪ʶö, 1537-1598) were mentioned as heroes of Chinese and Japanese history.  
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article urged people to become informed about, and admire their hero, while abandoning their 

jealousy.318 Sin himself also strongly believed that a hero could decide the fate of a nation, and 

his writings on heroes in history consistently reflected his historical perspective that one 

individual could make a huge difference in national history. No one fit better than Ŭlchi Mundŏk 

into Sin’s view on history, as he was an example of a hero with an unparalleled role in Korean 

history. Sin’s Ŭlchi Mundŏk was a sustained work of historical interpretation rather than a 

standard biography of an important figure in history. Sin was very cautious not to include any 

kind of myths or unrealistic stories, and this might be because Sin himself was strongly 

convinced that this format would be better to express his argument against Japanese imperialism 

in the early twentieth century. In order to account for the importance of the existence of heroes, 

Sin even presented “Ŭlchi Mundŏk-ism” (Ŭlchi Mundŏk chuŭi, -тή).319 The loss of Manchuria 

seems to make him realize the need for a hero who could save his nation and make it flourish, 

just as Ŭlchi Mundŏk had done in the seventh century. What is worthwhile to note in Sin’s 

comment on Ŭlchi Mundŏk was that Sin claimed Ŭlchi Mundŏk as an all-time hero of Korea 

instead of a specific period and kingdom.320 Sin’s promotion of Ŭlchi Mundŏk to “Korean Hero” 

instead of a hero of a specific period or state contrasted with Kim Ch’un-ch’u (÷ҽҷ, 604-661; 

r. 654-661), who had allied with the Tang to “unite” the Three Kingdoms. Because Sin believed 

strongly that the Koguryŏ people also belonged ethnically to all Koreans, Sin was willing to 

present Koguryŏ’s Ŭlchi Mundŏk as a symbol of Korean heroism.  �
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318 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Yŏngung ŭl chujohanŭn kyegi” (How to Produce a Hero?), Taehan maeil sinbo, August 18, 1908. 
George Washington, Napoleon and Garibaldi were also often mentioned for their achievements and roles in the 
histories of the U.S.A., France and Italy.  
 
319 Sin Ch’ae-ho, Ŭlchi Mundŏk, 31. Interestingly, Sin also identified “Ŭlchi Mundŏk chuŭi” with imperialism in 
terms of a strong mentality of self-defense.  
 
320 Sin, Ŭlchi Mundŏk, 62.  
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In addition to his inclusion of Koguryŏ in Korean ethnic history by positioning Ŭlchi 

Mundŏk as the greatest Korean hero, Sin Ch’ae-ho more directly claimed that Koguryŏ’s 

ethnicity fell within Korean history by listing the main groups that he believed comprised 

contemporary Koreans. After Naka Michiyo argued in 1894 that Koguryŏ did not belong 

ethnically to Korea, Sin wrote an article about the ethnic composition of Koreans in which he 

stated that there were six groups comprising the Korean nation: 1) Sŏnbi; 2) China (џø); 3) 

Mohe; 4) Jurchen; 5) Locals [Ӡв]; and 6) Puyŏ.321 According to Sin, Puyŏ, as the only group 

having direct ties to Tan’gun, remained the main group and gradually absorbed the other five 

groups. Therefore, it was no surprise that Koguyŏ, having been established by the Puyŏ tribe, 

had a huge impact on Korean history,322 and Sin’s choice of Ŭlchi Mundŏk of Koguryŏ in 

symbolizing the glory of the Korean nation rather than just Koguryŏ was anything but a surprise.  

Although it was not clear whether Sin wrote this piece in order to answer the question of 

the validity of Koguryŏ’s position in Korea’s ethnic lineage as raised by Naka more than ten 

years earlier, it was very obvious that Koguryŏ’s ethnicity had emerged as a very serious subject 

by the late 1900s when Japan apparently revealed its deep interest in Manchuria following the 

Russo-Japanese War. At that time, the Southern Manchuria Railroad Company was established 

by Japan, and Shiratori Kurakichi published an article denying ethnic ties between Koguryŏ and 

contemporary Chosŏn.323 In Sin’s series of articles about Manchuria published in early 1910, he 

stated that it was the Puyŏ tribe who first controlled Manchuria in the ancient period, and 
��������������������������������������������������������
321 “Toksa sillon,” Taehan maeil sinbo, August 29, 1908.  
 
322 Interestingly, Sin argued that Silla was also developed by the Puyŏ group. According to Sin, there were 
similarities in vocabulary, architecture, food and other customs of Koguryŏ and Silla while no such similarities were 
found in the case of Silla and China. See “Toksa sillon,” Taehan maeil sinbo, November 3, 1908.  
 
323 While serving as the head of the Bureau for the Geographical and Historical Survey of Manchuria, Shiratori 
made it clear that the main goal of his research on Manchuria was to support Japanese control of southern 
Manchuria.  
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therefore, Koreans had a legitimate historical claim over Manchuria even though many nations 

had revealed their strong interest in this region. Furthermore, while pointing out that Manchuria 

would be a likely center of the Korean independence movement against Japan due to the large 

Korean population in the region, Sin specifically asked Koreans in Manchuria to maintain their 

national spirit [½ʷ] while enriching their political capacity.324 At this point, Sin certainly 

realized the importance of the ethnicity issue in executing the independence movement 

efficiently. This was why he published pieces regarding ethnicity in ancient Korean history, and 

kept mentioning Tan’gun, whom Sin believed was not just the first ruler in Korean history but 

served as a symbol of Korean minjok (ethnic nation).325 Koguryŏ, whose people had remained 

vividly in collective memories as being of Korean ethnicity, had to be emphasized in nationalist 

historiography in Korea, and arguably, Sin was the very first person in Korean historiography to 

publicly assert Koguryŏ’s Korean ethnicity in the discourses of nationalism amidst Japanese 

expansion. As Andre Schmid perceptively points out, Sin Ch’ae-ho truly granted Koguryŏ a new 

sacred status on the central stage of Korean history rather than just treating it as a region that had 

once been occupied by Koreans. Through this transition suggested by Sin, the old land of 

Koguryŏ finally acquired a sacred position as the birthplace of the Korean minjok and the realm 

of Tan’gun.326  

Awareness of Koguryŏ in Korean history appeared consistently in various materials from 

history textbooks and journals to newspapers. Although Chosŏn had to go through unprecedented 

��������������������������������������������������������
324 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Manju munje e ch’uihaya chaeronham” (Review of the Manchurian Issue), Taehan maeil sinbo, 
January 19-22, 1910. Sin Ch’ae-ho kept using Hanin (ԑο) or Hanminjok (ԑǒв) to refer to Koreans in this series.  
 
325 Andre Schmid, “Rediscovering Manchuria: Sin Ch’aeho and the Politics of Territorial History in Korea,” The 
Journal of Asian Studies 56, no. 1 (February 1997): 33-35.  
 
326 Andre Schmid, “Looking North toward Manchuria,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 99, no. 1 (Winter 2000): 233-
237. 
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changes from the late nineteenth century through the early twentieth century, Koguryŏ’s position 

in the political, cultural, and ethnic lineages of Korean history was never questioned by Korean 

writers. Debates about Koguryŏ gradually increased as colonization by Japanese became 

imminent, and it was no surprise that Korean nationalists addressed Koguryŏ more often during 

the colonial period. In following section, I will examine how Japanese colonization influenced 

the projection of Koguryŏ memories between 1910 and 1945 in all three aspects – political, 

cultural and ethnic – as seen by both Japanese scholars and Korean nationalists.��

 

II. Resurrection during the Colonial Period    

Since aggression from outside, specifically by Japanese imperialists, played a key role in 

remembering Koguryŏ, it was impossible not to address Koguryŏ after Chosŏn officially became 

a Japanese colony in 1910. It is no surprise that many Korean nationalists mentioned Koguryŏ 

more often in order to protest the colonial regime, and the fact that many Korean nationalists 

escaped to Manchuria from the colony to avoid arrest certainly helped Koguryŏ appear in many 

discourses of the independence movement. It was common for Koreans to encounter many traces 

of Koguryŏ in Manchuria, and they easily found that Koguryŏ memories became a very useful 

tool in building a foundation for their independence movement. Koguryŏ had not only occupied 

the Manchurian region during its time but also had defeated foreign states repeatedly throughout 

its history, thus amounting to nothing short of being an ideal model for Korean people living 

under Japanese occupation to remember and strengthen their nationalistic spirit.   

The nationalistic perspective of Koreans, however, was not the only trend in reviewing 

Koguryŏ during this period. In order to justify their possible expansion to Manchuria, Japanese 

historians presented the so-called “Man-Sen” perspective. According to this perspective, it was 
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impossible to separate Korean history from Manchuria because: 1) most rulers of various states 

and regimes in Korean history had come from either Manchuria or northern China; 2) many 

regimes in Korean history actually were able to control both sides of the Amnok River; and 3) 

even while the Qing survived in China, Koreans near the border with the Qing participated in 

agricultural activity in Manchuria.327 In spite of some similarities in the positions taken by 

Korean nationalists and Japanese scholars about Manchuria’s role in Korean history, there were 

profound differences in their claims – Japanese scholars also tried to argue Korea’s historical 

dependency on China, specifically Manchuria in their “Man-Sen” perspective in order to justify 

their colonization of Korea whereas Korean nationalists kept mentioning Manchuria in their 

glorious past as represented by Koguryŏ. As long as both Korean and Japanese historians 

attached a great deal of historical importance to Manchuria, Koguryŏ remained an inspiring 

subject in the scholarship of both groups. �

 

The Center of Korean Ancient History  

Although Japanese scholarship generally took issue with the historical reality of Tan’gun, 

Koguryŏ was not involved in any controversy regarding its political role in the history of Korea. 

While stating that Wiman Chosŏn was the first regime in Korean history, the Chōsenshi kōza 

(ЧʂɁEп) – Ippanshi (φǙɁ) published by the Chōsenshi hensan iinkai (ЧʂɁӴ҂Ϳͱգ) 

introduced Koguryŏ before Silla and explained in detail its development as one of the Three 

Kingdoms in ancient Korean history.328 Considering that many records about Silla and Paekche 

��������������������������������������������������������
327  Inaba Iwakichi (Ĭ̴̂ö, 1876-1940), “Man-Sen fukabun no shiteki kōsatsu” (Ɣʂȕ"ȧ	Ɂϲ�҄, 
Historical Research on the Inseparable Relationship between Manchuria and Korea), Tōyō (ĸ̑) 5 (1922): 25-33.  
 
328 As the Japanese colonial government planned to propagandize its version of Korean history in order to keep the 
Korean nationalists’ historiography from expanding, the Chōsenshi hensan iinkai first hosted public lectures on 
Korean history for Korean people. The Chōsenshi kōza was a collection of lecture notes spanning a year. The part of 
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in the Chōsenshi kōza – Ippanshi explained their relationship with Japan, it is likely that they 

wanted to include Koguryŏ in Korean history in order to support Japanese expansion to the north 

of the peninsula, where Koguryŏ had been located.  

Not surprisingly, materials published by Koreans also dealt with Koguryŏ in their 

discussion of ancient Korean history. In his Sinp’yŏn Chosŏn yŏksa (˦ӴЧʂŗɁ) published in 

1923, Hwang Ŭi-don (՟ήĵ, 1890-1964) located Koguryŏ at the center in explaining the 

histories of the Three Kingdoms. Although it followed the Samguk sagi regarding the years of 

establishment for each of the Three Kingdoms, the Sinp’yŏn Chosŏn yŏksa took Koguryŏ’s 

battles against foreign regimes as its main topics during the Three Kingdoms period, and Hwang 

even adopted the notion of “Southern and Northern States” in his explanation of Korean history 

after Silla’s unification to emphasize Koguryŏ’s legacy in Korean history even after its fall.329 

Chang To-bin’s (ϛĮȹ, 1888-1963) Chosŏn yŏksa yoryŏng (ЧʂŗɁ͖Š, Major Incidents in 

Korean history) was another example indicating the rise of Koguryŏ in Korean historiography 

during the 1920s. It is very similar to the Sinp’yŏn Chosŏn yŏksa in terms of the dating of the 

Three Kingdoms and in the order of its content, with Koguryŏ preceding Silla. What showed 

Koguryŏ’s elevated status in writing Korean history was that Chang divided the Three Kingdoms 

period in two with the reign of Koguryŏ’s King Sosurim (ʕʵƊ͒, ?-384; r. 371-384),330 who 
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its ippanshi, general history, was republished in 1927 under the title of Chōsenshi taikei (ЧʂɁĚx) in five 
volumes. The Chōsenshi hensan iinkai changed its name to Chōsenshi henshūkai (ЧʂɁӴʩգ) in 1925 and more 
actively propagandized the Japanese colonial regime by hosting many lectures and publishing materials about 
Korean history.  
 
329 While addressing the mid-ancient history of Korea covering from the Three Kingdom period until Koryŏ’s 
establishment, Hwang divided this period into two different stages – 1) the Three Kingdom period and 2) the Dual 
(Southern and Northern) States Period. He also used the term “Palla” (ǟł) to refer this period, which implied his 
strong historical consciousness of Koguryŏ and Parhae.  
 
330 Chang To-bin, Chosŏn yŏksa yoryŏng (Kyŏngsŏng: Koryŏgwan, 1923).  
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consolidated his regime by importing Buddhism and establishing the national academy. It is a 

very interesting change in historical perspective because Silla had set the standard in writing 

historical events and periodization. No matter whether its founding was earlier than Koguryŏ or 

not, Silla had generally held superior status in Korean historiography until the early twentieth 

century, when some events concerning Koguryŏ were discussed more than before. It became 

obvious that the historical evaluation of the Three Kingdoms had shifted quickly during the 

colonial period in favor of Koguryŏ. Along with the social trend emphasizing the militaristic 

spirit of Korean history and the Man-Sen perspective of Japanese scholars, Koguryŏ was be able 

to compete for a leading role in some historiographies of the Three Kingdoms period.��

In a series of articles about Korean history, Sin Ch’ae-ho specifically stated that Koguryŏ 

occupied a key part in Korean political history by mentioning the Sinjip (˦ѹ), published in the 

seventh century to record Koguryŏ history.331 In this series, Sin analyzed ancient Korean history 

by mainly discussing Koguryŏ. Not only did he place Koguryŏ in the middle of the political 

lineage of Korean history, Sin argued that Koguryŏ was the first kingdom of the three to appear 

in Korean history. Ever since the Samguk sagi had listed Silla before Koguryŏ, Silla was 

generally considered to have been established before Koguryŏ, and this was a main reason why 

literati and historians emphasized Silla in Korean historiography.332 In the 1920s, however, Sin 

Ch’ae-ho argued in a newspaper column that it was Koguryŏ, not Silla that had appeared first in 

Korean history among the Three Kingdoms, and Sin criticized Kim Pu-sik for his biased 

historical perspective in the compilation of the Samguk sagi.333 Although Sin’s claim about the 

��������������������������������������������������������
331 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Chosŏnsa,” Chosŏn ilbo (ЧʂχȂ), June 12, 1931.  
 
332 Panmannyŏn Chosŏn yŏksa (ǖƕĀ ЧʂŗɁ, Five Thousands Years of Chosŏn History) written by Hyŏn Ch’ae 
is an example that states that Koguryŏ was established about twenty years after Silla first appeared.  
 
333 Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Koguryŏ wa Silla kŏn’guk yŏndae e taehayŏ” (�´Ŕ� ˦ł W½Āę� ě��, On the Year of 
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order of the Three Kingdoms’ founding was not strong enough to overcome the conventional 

view, as some documents in 1930s still listed Silla as the first kingdom among the Three 

Kingdoms,334 Sin’s arguments undoubtedly consolidated Koguryŏ’s importance in the discussion 

of the political lineage in Korean history. 335 

As a result of the ascending political status of Koguryŏ, historians re-visited the historical 

meaning of the seventh-century unification by Silla as perceived in the 1920s and 30s. For 

example, Mun Il-P’yŏng cautiously used the term of “Silla in the Unification Period” instead of 

Unified Silla in his writings, and he minimized Silla’s unification by addressing it as a “half-

unification” because of Parhae in the former Koguryŏ territory. Mun therefore argued that Koryŏ, 

instead of Silla, was the state that had truly unified Koreans first because it clearly possessed 

Koguryŏ heritage.336 Influenced by the claims of former Southern and Northern states (or 

dynasties) from the previous period, Korean nationalists and historians addressed in their 

writings the “dual lineage” in the political aspect of Korean history, and it influenced the 

discussion on the cultural and ethnic aspects of Koguryŏ in Korean history.� 

 

Various Aspects of Splendid Koguryŏ Culture  

One of the most apparent changes in Koguryŏ memory during the colonial period 

appeared in the evaluation of Yŏn Kaesomun (̭Mʛǅ, fl. seventh century). As the highly 
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
the Establishment of Koguryŏ and Silla), Sidae ilbo (˙ęχȂ), May 20-25, 1926.  
 
334 Yi Ch’ang-hwan, Chosŏn yŏksa (ЧʂŗɁ) (Kyŏngsŏng: Puksŏngsa, 1934), 23-24.   
 
335 Sin’s recognition of Koguryŏ’s political lineage in Korean history is also hinted at by the title of his previous 
article, “Han’guk ŭi cheil hogŏl taewang” (ԑ½� ПφՅXĚ͒, The Greatest King in Korean History) in which he 
calls King Kwanggaet’o the greatest king in Korean history. See Taehan maeil sinbo, February 25-26, 1909.   
 
336 Mun Il-p’yŏng (ǅφӶ,1888-1939), “Koryŏ kaesa,” (�ŔIɁ), in Hoam Mun Il-p’yŏng chŏnjip (The Complete 
Works of Hoam Mun Il-p’yŏng), (Seoul: Minsogwŏn, 2001), 4:235-236.  
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militaristic spirit of Koguryŏ’s culture was emphasized, Yŏn’s name appeared more often in 

various discourses about Koguryŏ. After Sin Ch’ae-ho publicly praised Yŏn Kaesomun, who had 

been routinely condemned by Confucian historians as a power-hungry hegemon, as early as 

1908, Pak Un-sik (ǕΝˠ, 1859-1925) joined Sin in the re-evaluation of Yŏn in the colonial 

period. In his biography of Yŏn Kaesomun, Pak explained that Yŏn was the main reason for 

Koguryŏ’s triumph against the Tang, and that is why he should be respected even though he had 

committed a minor crime pertaining to morality. According to Pak, it was Yŏn’s steadfast 

dedication that helped Koguryŏ remain independent in the seventh century, therefore, Yŏn’s 

personality became a symbol of strong leadership rather than the cruelty of a tyrant.337 In Pak’s 

perspective, no one in Korean history had ever possessed as independent a mind as Yŏn 

Kaesomun had. Contrasting previous records where literati and historians depicted him as a 

villain, the change in the historical evaluation of Yŏn Kaesomun from the early twentieth century 

throughout the colonial period was quite substantial.  

It is very important to note Yŏn Kaesomun’s emergence in the re-illumination of 

Koguryŏ because it confirmed the foundational shift in historical memories of Koguryŏ. Until 

the late nineteenth century, it was Koguryŏ’s relationship with Kija that gave Koguryŏ the most 

meaning in Korean history. The Kija-related perspective remained and was further stressed in the 

“last bastion” discourse. From the early twentieth century when Japan expanded its power 

following its victories in the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars, throughout the colonial 

period, Koguryŏ’s military strength arguably emerged as one of the most prevalent topics in 

Korean history.  
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337 Pak Ŭn-sik, “Ch’ŏn Kaesomun chŏn,” (ҙMʛǅϸ), in Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik chŏnjip (The Complete Works of 
Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik), ed. Compilation Committee for the Complete Works of Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik (Seoul: Tongbang 
Media, 2002), 4:330-335.  
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The re-evaluation of Yŏn Kaesomun continued in the 1930s when Japan invaded 

Manchuria in 1931. From June 1-4, 1933, Mun Il-p’yŏng (ǅφӶ, 1888-1939) addressed Yŏn 

Kaesomun in a series of columns in the Chosŏn ilbo (ЧʂχȂ). In these columns, Mun argued 

that it was not fair to label Yŏn as a notorious rebel. According to Mun, the geopolitical situation 

of Koguryŏ had left no other choice but for Yŏn to respond in Koguryŏ’s favor, and he simply 

did what he had to do. Therefore, Yŏn Kaesomun was to be praised for his keen insight about the 

international politics of his period, and this was why the meaning of the treachery tied to Yŏn 

was definitely different than conventional treachery.338 Increased interest in Yŏn Kaesomun 

caused even more research on his name, and Mun clarified the issue about Yŏn Kaesomun’s 

name, which had also appeared as Ch’ŏn Kaesomun previously in a critical historical novel on 

his life.339  

The Myŏngnimdappu chŏn (ƨƌĔȘϸ) written by Pak Ŭn-sik also expressed the new 

trend of remembering Koguryŏ more in terms of its anti-foreign spirit rather than its tie with 

Neo-Confucianism. In its preface, Pak argued that Koguryŏ retained a sacred value in Korean 

history by maintaining ultimate independence until its demise. In order to be proud of Koguryŏ, 

it is inevitable, Pak insisted, to remember the great Koguryŏ people, including kings and many 

other officials. Among the seventeen Koguryŏ figures mentioned in the preface, Pak explained 

that he wrote specifically about Myŏngnimdappu (67-179) because he was related to the 

religious belief in Tan’gun. Myŏngnimdappu, the first prime minister of Koguryŏ, had 
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338 Mun Il-p’yŏng, “Ch’ŏn’go yŏnggŏl Kaesomun,” (ҕ|̹XMʛǅ, Kaesomun: A Great Hero in Thousands 
Years) Chosŏn ilbo, June 1-4, 1933.  
 
339 Mun Il-p’yŏng, “Yŏn Kaesomun (̭Mʛǅ),” Chosŏn ilbo, October 15, 1933. Although Mun did not mention the 
historical novel by Pak Ŭn-sik, it is likely that Mun believed Yŏn Kaesomun, instead of Chŏn Kaesomun, should 
have been used for the title of Pak’s novel. Mun also referred  to the Nihon shoki where his name was recorded as 
“δƄ$ʽǋ.”  
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contributed to stabilizing Koguryŏ by replacing the king. In Myŏngnimdappu chŏn, Pak praised 

him very highly because he had not hesitated to risk his own reputation in order to realize true 

virtue - the salvation of the people.340 His dethroning of King Ch’adae (ѽĚ͒, 71-165; r. 146-

165) was not only accepted but even praised for helping Koguryŏ develop without chaos.341 

Considering that Myŏngnimdappu defeated the Han (ԏ) army in 172 and led his military forces 

to survive among the neighboring strong states, the publication of Pak’s Myŏngnimdappu chŏn 

was another example showing that military strength emerged as the proudest asset of Koguryŏ 

during the colonial period.   

It was not just a highly militaristic spirit that Korean nationalists presented as an example 

of Koguryŏ culture to be remembered and preserved. In his historical novel, Mong pae Kŭm 

T’aejo (ƶǦ÷ӜЫ) written in 1911, Pak Ŭn-sik created imaginary schools for Koreans which 

the main character happened to visit and where many important figures in Korean history were 

serving as teachers in different subjects. In addition to King Kwanggaet’o, Ŭlchi Mundŏk, and 

Yŏn Kaesomun who were respectively a principal, a teacher at a military academy, and a teacher 

of physical education, Pak listed other Koguryŏ figures as instructors in various fields such as Yi 

Mun-jin (ƃǅѭ, fl. sixth-early seventh century), Tamjing (ĒѺ, 579-631), Moch’i (Ʈӆ), and 

Sundo (ˇĮ) as teachers of history, painting, medicine, and Indian philosophy, respectively.342 

Yi Mun-jin appeared in the Samguk sagi as the compiler of the Sinjip about the history of 

Koguryŏ in 600, and Tamjing was a Buddhist monk who left a picture on the wall at Hōryūji (ǵ
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340  Pak Ŭn-sik, “Myŏngnimdappu chŏn,” in Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik chŏnjip, 4:218-222. Here, Pak compared 
Myŏngnimdappu with Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) of England.    
 
341 So harshly criticized for his cruelty and misconducts King Ch’adae appeared in texts as King Susŏng (ʹʌ͒), 
which was his given name.   
 
342 Pak Ŭn-sik, “Mong pae Kŭm T’aejo,” in Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik chŏnjip, 4:148-153.  
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ſɆ) and also helped the Japanese people produce Chinese ink. Moch’i is hardly mentioned in 

other materials but appeared here as a person who introduced medical knowledge to Japan. 

Besides the people of Koguryŏ who had substantial influence in each field, Pak also mentioned 

that Koguryŏ’s highly developed leather industry was a subject at a specialized school. These 

characters of Koguryŏ, with the exception of a few such as King Kwanggaet’o, Ŭlchi Mundŏk, 

and Yŏn Kaesomun, had hardly appeared in historical documents before Pak introduced them in 

the Mong pae Kŭm T’aejo, and their appearance in published materials was likely an outcome of 

increased interest in Koguryŏ.��

Not only Korean nationalists, but also Japanese scholars paid attention to Koguryŏ 

culture in the 1930s. While introducing Korean art in Chōsen bijutsushi (ЧʂǐˈɁ, Chōsen Art 

History), Sekino Tadashi ( ̌Д, 1867-1935) explained various Koguryŏ arts such as tombs, 

brick/roof tiles, sculptures, and paintings. What amazed him the most among Koguryŏ arts were 

the mural paintings found in tomb chambers. While introducing the techniques and contents of 

Koguryŏ paintings, Sekino argued that these mural paintings were the best in Asia except for 

those in India and that Koguryŏ paintings were so unique that neither Chinese nor Japanese 

paintings provided similar patterns.343 Harada Yoshito (ͰϿˀο, 1885-1974) also complimented 

the uniqueness of Koguryŏ. In his article “Manmō no bunka” (ƔƷ	ǅՌ, Manchurian and 

Mongolian Culture), Harada stated that the lotus motifs on Koguryŏ roof tiles and the 

architectural techniques adapted to build tomb chambers proved that Koguryŏ culture was 

different from Chinese culture, as revealed in southern Manchuria and Rakurō (˼ŉ).344 

Japanese expansion into Manchuria likely affected the boom in increased interest in Koguryŏ 
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343 Sekino Tadashi, Chōsen bijutsushi (Keijō: Chōsen shigakkai, 1932), 39 and 55.  
 
344 Harada Yoshito, “Manmo no bunka” (ƔƷ	ǅՌ, Manchurian and Mongolian Culture), Tōyō shichō (ĸ̑ɋЩ) 
11, no. 4 (1935): 1-73.   
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culture and in the research of Sekino and Harada. It is worthwhile to note that their major interest 

in Koguryŏ culture was in its arts whereas Korean nationalists mainly focused on subjects 

relating to its military spirit.345 In other words, the cultural aspect of Koguryŏ gradually 

expanded its boundary in the collective memories among Korean people, and ironically, Japanese 

scholars contributed to consolidating Koguryŏ’s position in the collective memory of Koreans. 

Koguryŏ culture was apparently more often discussed and illuminated than before by both 

Korean and Japanese scholars, regardless of the substantial difference in the areas where they 

specifically focused, and Ikeuchi Hiroshi (ѣþ§, 1878-1952) once again claimed that Koguryŏ 

was certainly entrenched in Korean culture.346�

 

Ethnic Claims about Koguryŏ and the Expansion of the Korean Nation  

One of the apparent changes in the discussion of Koguryŏ during the colonial period was 

the expanded interest in the ethnicity of Koguryŏ people. In contrast to the previous discourse on 

Koguryŏ, where ethnicity was subordinate to political and cultural aspects, question of the 

Koguryŏ people’s ethnicity emerged as a central issue in Koguryŏ discourse throughout the 

colonial period. Similar to Sin Ch’ae-ho’s claim about the ethnic composition of the Koguryŏ 

people, Pak Ŭn-sik also argued that Koguryŏ was composed of multiple ethnic groups. In his 

Tanjosa ko (ďЫȾ�), he stated that both the Chosŏn tribes and Manchurian tribes were 

descendants of Tan’gun, and together formed a Korean ethnic group, the so-called Paedal Tribe 
��������������������������������������������������������
345 Although its military spirit was the main topic of Koguryŏ culture in most documents produced by Koreans, there 
were occurrences that mentioned other aspects of Koguryŏ culture. In the Kuksa (½Ɂ) written in 1916, Chang To-
bin expressed the fineness of Koguryŏ culture as revealed in Buddhism, paintings, architecture, and roof tile/bricks 
in the 1910s. Later, Chang added astronomy and music of Koguryŏ in his explanation of Koguryŏ culture in the 
Chosŏn yŏksa yoryŏng, and claimed that the collapse of Koguryŏ (and Paekche) was a great misfortune for the 
Korean people in terms of the cultural aspect of Chosŏn yŏksa taejŏn (ЧʂŗɁĚϹ) in 1928.  
 
346 Ikeuchi Hiroshi, “Chōsen no bunka,” (Чʂ	ǅՌ, Korean Culture) Tōyō shichō 15, no. 2 (1936): 1-127.  
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(ǥđв). According to Pak, the Tan’gun lineage was divided into six different groups – Chosŏn, 

Ye, Maek, Northern Puyŏ, Okchŏ, and Suksin (ˁ˥) – and the people of Silla formed the 

Chosŏn tribe. Meanwhile, the people from Northern Puyŏ were succeeded by Koguryŏ, and 

Parhae and the Jurchen produced the Manchurian tribes in the north.347 In this diagram, Koguryŏ 

was more directly connected to Manchuria than the “Chosŏn” tribe that ultimately formed Silla. 

His classification of Korean ethnicity did not, however, downplay the role of Koguryŏ in Korean 

history by any means because he presented both Chosŏn and Northern Puyŏ as parts of an 

expanded “Korean” ethnicity. His recognition of Manchuria provides us the best understanding 

of his historical perspective on the ethnicity of the Korean people and its relationship to 

Koguryŏ. Pak strongly believed that Manchuria and Korea should be one country, as their people 

originally began from the same ethnic group symbolized by Tan’gun. As a result, he consistently 

emphasized in his various writings that Tan’gun was the common ancestor of the Korean people.  

In the Taedong kodaesa ron (Ěĸ|ęɁŮ), Pak again claimed that Manchuria and 

Korea (i.e., Chosŏn) originally comprised one state and their people came from a common sacred 

ancestor, Tan’gun.348 Considering this perspective, it was not surprising that he often mentioned 

Manchuria and Korea together. It is worthwhile to note that Pak even addressed the first of king 

of the Jurchen Jin (÷, Kor. Kŭm) as being in the sphere of Korean ethnicity. In Mong pae Kŭm 

T’aejo, Pak praised him for making his state strong and categorized him as a proud descendant of 

Tan’gun,349 and a poem appearing at the end of the Myŏngnimdappu chŏn punctuated Pak’s 

��������������������������������������������������������
347 Pak Ŭn-sik, “Tanjosa ko,” in Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik chŏnjip, 4:494. ǥđвʹŸ�ďÀԯӢ.   
 
348 Pak, “Taedong kodaesa ron,” in Paegam Pak Ŭn-sik chŏnjip, 4:364. “…ƔԑͰ˘φ½âǒͰ˘ķв, JÕďЫ˨
ʐњ̀̈…” Pak used “Man-Han” in his writing in order to emphasize their common origin. Furthermore, Pak even 
mentioned nationalism as presenting the reason why Korean people (including Manchurian) should remain united. 
(Ibid., 4:364. “…Ûχýǒвтήњ˙ę̈. ͆ο̥ėEƨâķвњΰǠղâ˨ʐŗɁ·γϒƍ̖Җԇ…”)  
 
349 Pak, “Mong pae Kŭm T’aejo,” 4:53-54.  
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claim on the ethnicity of the first king of Jin.  

 

 Our Dear Youths,                     This is Our Land.  

 Where Tan’gun Descendants of Northern Puyŏ have stayed for two thousand years.  

 The countless places of our Sacred Ancestor will last forever.  

 In the affluent Hon River (ՉA) Basin where King Tongmyŏng arrived,  

 Koguryŏ was established.        What a Great Insight of the Tiger.  

 Inside the Old Town of Hwando (Օį|ʉ), the King Kwanggaet’o stele Stood.  

 Marching south and north, he shook the whole Eastern Continent.  

 (Yŏn) Kaesomun, the All-Time Hero, left his Tomb at Sanhae (Shanhai) Pass (ɗԘ ).  

 Wandering the Yongch’ŏn Prefecture (ŲҙȚ),  

 Impressed by what the first King of Parhae did.  

 Controlling 400,000 People with His Leadership,  

 He made his Kingdom (=Parhae) a Flourishing State in the East.  

 The First King of Jin, Our People* rooted on Mountain Paekdu (ǭĻɗ),   

 [He] marched every direction with his 2,500 fine troops.  

 What we have endured until now was destined by God,  

 We should inherit and develop our proud history by refining our spirit.  

                                                       [*Emphasis added]  

 

This poem addresses many glorious incidents in the history of Koguryŏ, which had 

occupied a large territory covering Manchuria. While mentioning some historically important 

characters of Koguryŏ, Pak referred to Yŏn Kaesomun as a timeless hero in Korean history,350 

and here, Pak again categorized the founder of Jin as a Korean by calling him “our people.”351 It 

��������������������������������������������������������
350 “…Mʒ̹ͮ Mʛǅ…”  
 
351 “…��ķв ÷ӜЫ…” Pak was not the first one who claimed that the first king of Jin was Korean. In his article 
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certainly reflects Pak’s strong belief that the people in Manchuria, including the Jurchen, should 

be considered “Korean” because they were also descended from Tan’gun, the common ancestor 

of Koreans. He stated that all the characters in the poem belonged to the Northern Puyŏ group 

that originated from Tan’gun, and connected its lineage to kings of Parhae. Therefore, Pak 

argued that Parhae should be emphasized in Korean history as well because it was built by the 

Koguryŏ people and Koguryŏ’s legacy, including its territory, still pertained in Parhae, even after 

its fall in 668. Obviously, both Pak’s view of the Korean people and the claim of dual lineage in 

Korean history affected his endorsement of Parhae as shown by the fact that he mentioned the 

first king of Parhae in the poem after Yŏn Kaesomun, and praised King Sŏn (ɾ͒, ?-830; r. 818-

830), the tenth king of Parhae for making his state flourish in northeast Asia.352  

 

What is more interesting in the context of the Mong pae Kŭm T’aejo was that Pak harshly 

criticized the conventional claim of the “last bastion” for its hypocrisy whereas he regarded the 

Jurchen as “our” people. According to Pak, the founder of Jin/Kŭm, who should have been 

complimented, and those who argued for the “last bastion” should have been ashamed of 

themselves for abandoning their self-esteem. This is important because Pak’s claim signaled 

Koguryŏ’s independence from the Neo-Confucian historiography, which solely emphasized its 

tie to Kija tradition. In other words, developing further from dual lineage of the political aspect 

regarding Koguryŏ in Korean history, which literati and historians had adhered to previously, 

nationalistic historiography emerging rapidly in the early twentieth century made it possible to 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
about the Manchu issue, Sin Ch’ae-ho also stated that Kim Chun (÷ю) was the name of the first king of Jin, who 
had been a Buddhist monk from P’yŏngan province. See Sin Ch’ae-ho, “Manju munje e ch’uihaya chaeronham,” 
Taehan maeil sinbo, January 19, 1910.  
 
352 The Parhae T’aejo kŏn’guk chi (ǟԘӜЫW½Ѧ) which Pak wrote in 1911 also included this poem.   
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link Koguryŏ directly to ethnic lineage in the discussion of Korean history.  

It is very obvious for Pak to include Manchuria in Korean history in terms of its ethnic 

ties to Tan’gun, whom Korean people considered their common ancestor. To Pak Ŭn-sik, the 

founder of Jin/Kŭm also belonged to the Koreans, and thus Manchuria should be understood to 

be part of Korean history. Relating Koguryŏ directly to Manchuria did not mean excluding it 

from Korean history by any means because Koguryŏ has been related with Tan’gun throughout 

Korean history. Pak certainly considered Koguryŏ the proudest state in Korean history and just 

took it as an example of glory in Korean history. Indeed, Koguryŏ had to compete with various 

Chinese regimes from the beginning but maintained its independence until its demise in the 

seventh century. It is inevitable, Pak asserted, for the Korean people to remember and revitalize 

the spirit of Koguryŏ.353 

In contrast to the Korean nationalists’ claim about Koguryŏ’s ethnicity, Japanese scholars 

generally argued the difference between the Koguryŏ people and the contemporary Koreans. 

Imanishi Ryū (ÛɲŲ, 1875-1932) was one of those denying the ethnic ties between the people 

of Koguryŏ and modern Koreans. According to Imanishi, the people of Koguryŏ belonging to the 

Tunggus (=Manchurian) tribes were not related to contemporary Koreans, who were instead 

closely related to the Japanese in terms of ethnicity.354 It is obvious that Imanishi’s argument was 

rooted in the so-called “common ancestor” claim between Japan and Korea [þʂφҪ], stating 

that Japanese and Korean people were originated from same ancestors, which had been presented 

earlier to justify the Japanese colonization of Korea. When identifying Tan’gun as a brother of 

the ultimate ancestor of Japanese people before, Japanese scholars arguing the “Man-Sen” 
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353 Pak, “Myŏngnimdappu chŏn,” 4:220-222.  
�
354 Imanishi Ryū, Dankun kō (ďÀ�, Study of Dankun) (Keijō: Chikazawa insatsubu, 1929).   
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perspective in the 1920s explained Tan’gun as a fictional figure in Korean history who ha been 

fabricated in the thirteenth century.  

Controversy regarding Tan’gun was deeply related to the issue of Koguryŏ’s ethnicity in 

Korean history because Tan’gun was the key figure linking Koguryŏ to the discourse on Korean 

history, and the debate among members of the Chōsenshi hensan iinkai about the publication of 

Korean history in the 1920s proved the complexity of the issue about Tan’gun. During its 

inaugural meetings for the project, Koreans showed their interest in addressing Tan’gun, while 

Japanese scholars were more reluctant to include him in official Korean history.355 The Korean 

nationalists were certainly displeased with the Japanese claims about Tan’gun. Responding to the 

Japanese claim about the reality issues surrounding Tan’gun, Ch’oe Nam-sŏn (Ҵúɽ, 1890-

1957) published articles in Tonga ilbo (ĸ˶χȂ) between February and July of 1926 in order to 

dispute Japanese scholars who took the Buddhistic features of the Tan’gun myth as a proof of its 

fabrication by Iryŏn, and he even addressed the similarities between Old Chosŏn and China in 

ancient times in other articles.356 Ch’oe’s emphasis on Tan’gun’s status in Korean history led to 

his analysis of Korean ethnicity. In the Chosŏn yŏksa (ЧʂŗɁ) published in 1936, Ch’oe Nam-

sŏn listed five main states surrounding the Four Han Commanderies – Han (ԑ), Ye, Okchŏ, 

Koguryŏ, and Puyŏ – while explaining how Korean states developed after Wiman Chosŏn’s 

collapse.357 Although Ch’oe Nam-sŏn did not directly connect Tan’gun to Koguryŏ here, it was 
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355 Chōsen shi henshūkai jigyō gaiyō (ЧʂɁӴʩ会Ⱦ̞I͖) (Keijō: Chōsen shi henshūkai, 1938), 19-24. In 
contrast to the issue of Tan’gun, Parhae did not draw much attention during this meeting, and was asked about only a 
few times by the members.  
 
356 Ch’oe Nam-sŏn, “Tan’gun kwa Samhwang oje, sindorŭl t’onghaesŏ ponŭn Ko Chosŏn kŭp China ŭi wŏnsi 
kyubŏmjŏk ryudong” (ďÀ� ɛ՝̈́Й, ˨Į� ӣ�� �� |ЧʂÞ џø� Ͱ˔ÔǴϲ Żķ, Tan’gun and Three 
Augusts, Five Emperors: Similarities in primitive norms of Old Chosŏn and China through Sindo), Tonga ilbo, 
August 1-December 16, 1928.   
 
357 Ch’oe Nam-sŏn, Chosŏn yŏksa (Kyŏngsŏng: Tongmyŏngsa, 1936), 4.  
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very likely that his strong belief in Tan’gun helped Koguryŏ to be included in Korean ethnicity in 

the Chosŏn yŏksa as a response to the Japanese demotion of Tan’gun.358  

Koguryŏ’s influence on Manchuria throughout Korean history was not questioned in 

either the Korean nationalists or the Japanese scholars. While elaborating on Koguryŏ’s status in 

Manchuria, Oshibuchi Hajime (͸̭φ, 1896-1983) considered Koguryŏ’s victories against Sui 

and Tang the expression of the Manchurian people’s everlasting spirit.359 Although this claim 

was made to underline the position of Koguryŏ in Manchurian history, other Japanese scholars 

such as Inaba Iwakichi (Ĭ̴̂ö, 1876-1940) had previously admitted that Koguryŏ people had 

played an important role in developing Korean culture which contained both features of Chosŏn 

and Manchuria.360 Despite the emphasis of the Manchurian features of Koguryŏ ethnicity, 

colonial scholarship about Koguryŏ ironically presented another possibility for connecting 

Koguryŏ to the ethnic lineage of Korean history at the same time because various groups of 

people, instead of just one specific group, manufactured and transmitted Korean culture 

throughout Korean history. As long as multi-ethnicity in the formation of the Korean nation was 

agreed upon, as had been argued by Korean nationalists such as Sin Ch’ae-ho and Pak Ŭn-sik, 

the Manchurian features of Koguryŏ ethnicity did not discount its position in the discourse of 

Korean history. Therefore, the attempt to separate Koguryŏ from the Korean nation by the 

Japanese colonial scholars was not as successful as they expected, and the ethnic lineage of 
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358 Ch’oe also mentioned briefly that ondol, the traditional heating system of Korea originated in Koguryŏ in his 
book (Chosŏn yŏksa, 19).  
 
359 Oshibuchi Hajime, “Manshū shi” (ƔщɁ, A History of Manchuria), in Sekai rekishi taikei: Chōsen!Manshū shi 
(ʒwŗɁĚx: Чʂ!ƔщɁ, An Overview of World History: The History of Korea and Manchuria) (Tōkyō: 
Heibonsha, 1935), 11: 240-244.   
 
360 Chōsenshi kōza-bunruishi (ЧʂɁEп-ȧŻɁ). Inaba also included Koguryŏ in his “Chōsen shi” (ЧʂɁ), 
published in the same volume with Yano’s “Manshū shi” in the Sekai rekishi taikei. See Inaba Iwakichi, “Chōsen 
shi,” in Sekai rekishi taikei: Chōsen!Manshū shi, 11:27-36.   
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Koguryŏ in Korean history was illuminated again as long as Koreans believed that the people of 

Manchuria were part of the Korean people, regardless of whether Japanese scholars agreed or 

not. �

 

Conclusion  

Although Koguryŏ had been consistently discussed in the Korean history, there were 

some profound differences in the historical perspective on Koguryŏ from the late nineteenth 

century throughout the colonial period in the comparison with the views that the Neo-Confucian 

literati and historians had expressed before. Responding to Japanese colonialism and their 

scholarship analyzing Koguryŏ in order to support colonial policies, many Korean nationalists 

strongly claimed the legitimacy of the Koguryŏ lineage in the political, cultural, and ethnic 

history of Korea, and arguably, Tan’gun and Manchuria were two key features that boosted their 

Koguryŏ research during this period.  

The emergence of Manchuria for geo-political reasons since the late nineteenth century 

propelled Koguryŏ studies not only among Korean nationalists but also Japanese scholars. By 

presenting the so-called “Man-Sen” perspective, the Japanese colonial regime tried to separate 

Koguryŏ from the discourse of Korean history, hoping that it would weaken the Korean 

nationalist movements that were mainly rooted in memories of Koguryŏ. Ironically though, the 

Japanese colonial scholarship on Koguryŏ helped Koreans consolidate their collective memories 

of Koguryŏ. Once the notion of dual lineages in Korean history had been suggested, Koguryŏ’s 

position in the political and cultural aspects of Korean history was reconfirmed, and the new 

understanding of Tan’gun as the origin of Korean minjok was crucial in the formation of 

collective memory among Koreans, especially as their nation was being lost. Consequently, 
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Manchuria was considered not just the old territory of Koguryŏ but rather the birthplace of 

Korean minjok, and Silla’s unification was discounted as “incomplete” due to Parhae’s existence 

in the northern peninsula.  

Various fields of Koguryŏ culture besides its high military spirit, including paintings and 

architecture, were discussed more often than before. Although it is likely that Japanese 

scholarship attempted to attenuate the militaristic character of Koguryŏ by stressing other 

features in Koguryŏ culture, and their illumination of Koguryŏ arts was related to their project of 

Manchurian expansion, it is obvious that the increased interest in Koguryŏ in general had a great 

deal to do with the expansion of the subject of its culture. Notes and explanation about Koguryŏ 

people who had hardly appeared in the conventional materials on Korean history, such as 

Ŭlp’aso (Πӧʙ, ?-203) and Talga (đ(, ?-292), provided more evidence of the process of 

formulating new collective memories of this ancient kingdom among Koreans.361  

 Defining Tan’gun as the common ancestor of both the Korean and Manchurian peoples 

was a sign indicating that Koreans also realized the importance of ethnicity in the discussion of 

Koguryŏ itself, and perhaps of Korean nationalism as well. By acknowledging him to be the 

forefather of Koreans and labeling Manchuria as the birthplace of Korean minjok, Koreans 

certainly considered the people of Koguryŏ as the main group in the composition of Korean 

ethnicity, regardless of the colonial scholarship that kept trying to separate them from the 

discussion of Korean ethnicity. Because Koguryŏ inherited its legitimacy from Tan’gun and 

encompassed the birthplace of Koreans until its fall, it became impossible for Koreans to ignore 

Koguryŏ in their historical consciousness.  
��������������������������������������������������������
361 Both Ŭlp’aso and Talga were introduced along with other Koguryŏ figures, including Ŭlchi Mundŏk and Yang 
Man-ch’un, in the Chosŏn yaksa, which was published in 1895. Considering that Ŭlp’aso contributed to saving 
people from famine and Talga was related with territorial expansion into Manchuria, it is very likely that both of 
them were cautiously chosen to include in the historical materials of this period. Ŭlp’aso was highlighted again 
when Chang To-bin wrote his biography, Tae chŏngch’iga Ŭlp’aso ssi (Ŭlp’aso: A Great Official) in 1919.   
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It is obvious that social circumstances during the colonial period heavily influenced the 

Koguryŏ discourse in many ways. The reality of being a Japanese colony indeed made people 

hold Yŏn Kaesomun in high esteem for his resistance against the Tang, in contrast to his previous 

image as a cruel tyrant in traditional Chosŏn historiography, and many publications dealing with 

Koguryŏ arguably reflected how this ancient kingdom finally came out the text of history and 

transformed into a vibrant presence in the realm of collective memory of the Korean nation. 

Indeed, nationalism thrives on crisis, and the unprecedented situation Chosŏn went through after 

the late nineteenth century was not an insignificant factor in the formation of Korean 

nationalism. All the features emerging in the discourse of the Korean minjok, such as Tan’gun 

and Manchuria, had undeniable connections with Koguryŏ throughout Korean history; therefore, 

it became proper to argue that Koguryŏ was finally able to reach the collective memory of 

Koreans by the mid-twentieth century.���
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Chapter Six  

 

Ancient but Still Relevant Today  

 

Introduction  

Although Koguryŏ had never been excluded from national histories by Koreans, and 

Koguryŏ’s position in Korean history had not been questioned regardless of its status among the 

Three Kingdoms, it was during the late nineteenth century and throughout the colonial period 

that Koguryŏ became illuminated and consequently became successfully embedded in the 

collective memory of Koreans of all walks of life. Unquestionably, it was the rise of nationalism 

under Japanese colonialism that contributed to consolidating Koguryŏ’s status in the historical 

consciousness of Koreans instead of remaining only in historical texts and among discussions of 

literate elites.  

Liberation from Japan in 1945 and the establishment of two different Korean regimes in 

1948 arguably provided new ground for the discussion of Koguryŏ in Korean history. The 

difference between the Republic of Korea (hereafter South Korea) and the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (hereafter North Korea) in their political situations intensified the tension 

between them, and it eventually led to the Korean War less than five years after the Korean 

people finally recovered their independence from Japan. The result of this “unresolved” war362 

and competition between the two Koreas since 1953 necessarily affected the development of 
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362  Only an armistice agreement was signed bewteen the United Nations and North Korea in July 1953, but that was 
a “ceasefire,” not a peace treaty officially ending the war. Therefore, the Korean War has not yet officially ended, 
and North and South Korea are still technically at war. 
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Koguryŏ discourses on both sides of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). Because they have direct 

ties with Koguryŏ in terms of territory, North Korea has had some advantages in claiming their 

legitimacy and legacy from Koguryŏ while South Korea has had only limited access to Koguryŏ 

remains. In this chapter, I will review how memories of Koguryŏ have appeared and been 

projected in both North and South Korea since their establishment. Because it was generally 

agreed that the people of Koguryŏ were among the ancestors of cotemporary Koreans, it would 

be interesting how the current political situation has influenced the issue of “Korean-ness” in the 

discourse of Koguryŏ even as its ethnicity has been questioned again in terms of the identity of 

the Ye (̽), Maek (ơ), and Malgal (Ƙ6, Ch. Mohe) in contemporary scholarship, not only in 

Korea, but also in Japan and Taiwan.  

 

I. Koguryŏ Legacy in the Politics of North and South Korea  

Liberation in 1945 certainly brought changes in various fields of Korea, and the most 

important outcome following independence was the division of Korea. Although opposition has 

persisted since their establishments, both North and South Korea have recorded and addressed 

Koguryŏ in their version of Korean history, and its political lineage has been especially stressed 

while the two Koreas are competing to gain historical legitimacy. In the following section, I will 

compare and analyze how Koguryŏ memories have been reconstructed and used politically by 

North and South Korea.  

 

Political Circumstances after Liberation  

It was the U.S. Military Government that immediately took over from Japanese regime in 

the southern half of the peninsula when the colonial period ended in 1945. Because the main goal 
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of the Military Government was maintaining order in Korea after liberation, they adopted many 

old Japanese rules, and the influence of educational practices from the colonial period also 

remained strong during the Military Government period although the United States attempted to 

create a new, more democratic educational system. In particular, many history textbooks in 

Japanese were still used after 1945, and the very first textbooks of Korean history for elementary 

and middle school students were published in 1946 from the Chindan hakhoe (ѴďԌգ). It was 

no surprise that the Chindan hakhoe was first contacted by the U.S. Military government to 

publish history textbooks when the Japanese left Korea. It had been the main source of research 

about Korean history since it was established in 1934, but also many of its inaugural members 

had a modern education under the Japanese and even studied in Japanese universities.363  

Kuksa kyobon (½Ɂ©ȏ) published by the Chindan hakhoe in 1946 was one of the very 

first history textbooks after liberation. Being designed for middle school students, Kuksa kyobon 

addressed all Three Kingdoms including their establishment, development, and cultures in its 

coverage of the ancient period. Here, Koguryŏ still appeared first out of the Three Kingdoms, 

while Silla was explained in detail, particularly after its unification in the seventh century. It is 

worthwhile to note that Koguryŏ’s military strength was the main subject in the new textbook, as 

it had been during the colonial period. Under the title of “Flourishing Silla and Strong Koguryŏ,” 

it presented Koguryŏ’s triumphs against the Sui and the Tang as evidence of martial glory in 

Korean history. What was even more noteworthy is that the Koguryŏ army was called “our” 
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363 Yi Pyŏng-do (ƃǽĩ, 1896-1989) is the best known example. After graduating from Waseda University in 1919, 
Yi once participated in the Korean History Compilation Committee in the 1920s. Although it is not clear how 
seriously he was involved in projects of this committee, Yi was obviously influenced by Japanese scholars including 
Yoshida Tōgo, Tsuda Sōkichi (ѫϿоͣö, 1873-1961), and Ikeuchi Hiroshi. He is considered an authority on 
Korean history.  
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troops instead of Koguryŏ troops in describing the battle between Koguryŏ and the Tang.364 This 

is the only instance of a textbook using the first-person perspective in recording battles relating 

any of the Three Kingdoms in this textbook. It was not clear whether the authors were using 

“our” on purpose or not, but it obviously implied that the historical consciousness of Koguryŏ 

among the people involved in the compilation of the Kuksa kyobon was so strong that they could 

refer to Koguryŏ as “we” in the text.  

Views on unification also verified the solid status of Koguryŏ in ancient Korean history 

because the chapter was titled “Unification of the Three Kingdoms” instead of “Silla’s 

Unification.” Although the first subtitle under this chapter was Silla’s annexation of Koguryŏ and 

Paekche,365 it is very clear that the emphasis in the text lay on the “unification” per se, instead of 

the agent fulfilling the task. In other words, it described the unification in the seventh century as 

unification of the Korea nation rather than the more expansion of Silla’s territory, and it is even 

more obvious in its claim that Silla united Koguryŏ and Paekche in “the fulfillment of the 

peninsula” to explain the process of repelling Tang forces after defeating Paekche and 

Koguryŏ.366 Although it introduced Parhae briefly, the historical meaning of the political 

unification of the Korean nation including Koguryŏ was hardly questioned through the text of the 

Kuksa kyobon.  

The political legacy of Koguryŏ (and Parhae) appeared stronger in other history 

textbooks published after 1945. The Ch’odŭng Kuksa kyobon (ҫŀ ½Ɂ©ȏ) was another 

history textbook in use soon after liberation.367 Being designed for fifth- and sixth-grade 
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364 Kuksa kyobon (Kyŏngsŏng: Kunjŏngch’ŏng mun’gyobu, 1946), 14-15.  
 
365 Ibid., 15.  
 
366 Ibid., 17.  
 
367 The Compilation Office of the U.S. Military Government started the publishing project in September of 1945 and 
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students, the Ch’odŭng kuksa kyobon revealed a very strong Koguryŏ-centered historical 

perspective throughout. Focusing on the ancient period in Korean history, it assigned nine of its 

fifteen chapters to the periods before Koryŏ’s establishment in the early tenth century. 

Considering that the Koryŏ dynasty was explained in just two chapters, and only King Sejong, Yi 

Sun-sin (ƃˆ˪, 1545-1598), and the Imjin War were addressed in the sections on the Chosŏn 

dynasty, the ancient period of Korean history was arguably the main subject of the Ch’odŭng 

Kuksa kyobon.368 It is apparent that the Ch’odŭng Kuksa kyobon treated Koguryŏ as the main 

kingdom in the material on the Three Kingdoms period. It not only introduced Koguryŏ first 

before Paekche and Silla in the chapter on the establishment of the Three Kingdoms, but also 

addressed Koguryŏ’s military strength (and not those of the other kingdoms) in a separate 

chapter.369 In contrast to most of the previous materials mentioning Koguryŏ’s victories against 

the Sui and the Tang in the seventh century as an example of its military strength, the Ch’odŭng 

Kuksa kyobon started with Koguryŏ’s early victories over the Han (ԏ) and territorial expansion 

during the fifth century under King Kwanggaet’o and Changsu.  

Ironically though, the strongest evidence of acknowledgment of the political lineage of 

Korguryŏ was confirmed in the text on the period after its collapse in 678. Instead of Silla, it was 

Parhae that the Ch’odŭng Kuksa kyobon addressed right after the Three Kingdoms period. In its 

seventh chapter titled “Parhae - The Rise of the Northern Dynasty,” it explained Koguryŏ’s 

demise and Parhae’s establishment while (Unified) Silla appeared after Parhae. 370  More 
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completed it in December of the same year. By January 1946, a couple of copies were distributed to local offices in 
each province of South Korea.  
 
368 The last two chapters covered from the eighteenth century through 1910, and the independence movement during 
the colonial period, respectively.  
 
369 This chapter was even titled, “It was Koguryŏ that was large and strong.”  
 
370 This refers to the final days of Paekche, also in this chapter.  
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importantly, the chapter on Silla was titled “Culture of the Southern Dynasty, Silla” and 

addressed only cultural aspects of this period. In contrast, political changes in history, including 

Koguryŏ’s collapse, were explained in the Parhae chapter, while the two chapters on (Unified) 

Silla mainly focused on culture and economy. Arguably, it implies that the Koguryŏ-centered 

historical perspective prevalent during the colonial period was still vivid after liberation as 

shown in the Ch’odŭng Kuksa kyobon in which Koguryŏ was specifically stressed among the 

Three Kingdoms.371 It suggests that Koguryŏ occurred first in people’s minds when they thought 

of political lineages in Korean history while the culture of Silla and its unification were also 

acknowledged as important in history. The similarities in the format and structure between the 

Sinp’yŏn Chosŏn yŏksa of the 1920s and the Ch’odŭng kuksa kyobon strongly indicated that the 

tradition of Koguryŏ-centered historiography remained after liberation.372  

Although it is difficult to find history textbooks used in North Korea after liberation, it is 

likely that the Soviets influenced some education projects in the north just as the U.S. Military 

Government was involved in education in the south after 1945. The Chosŏn yŏksa (ЧʂŗɁ), 

written by Mun Sŏk-chun (ǅɺю, 1895-1944), was one of the few history textbooks published 

in the north after liberation,373 and the Chosŏn yŏksa presents some interesting perspectives. Mun 

applied a Stalinist model of historical development in his writing. Contrasting most history books 

that narrate historical events chronologically and mainly focus on each period from Old Chosŏn 
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371 Three chapters from the rise of the Three Kingdoms and Parhae were titled respectively as 4) Beginning of the 
Three Kingdoms; 5) It was Koguryŏ that was large and strong; and 6) Cultures of the Three Kingdoms.  
 
372 Because of the similarities between the two books, Hwang Ŭi-don was assumed to be the author of the Ch’odŭng 
kuksa kyobon. See Kim Pong-sŏk, “Ch’odŭng kuksa kyobon ŭi t’ŭkjing kwa yŏksa insik” (Historical Awareness and 
Characteristics of the Ch’odŭng kuksa kyobon), Sahoekwa kyoyuk 47, no. 1 (March 2008): 171-200.  
 
373 Although there is no documentation that it was used as a history textbook in the north, the appearance of the 
Department of Education and Culture in South Hamgyŏng province as its publisher strongly suggests it was a 
textbook in the north. Being a journalist of the Chosŏn ilbo, Mun was arrested by the Japanese police in 1943 while 
delivering messages for independence movement activists.  
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on, Mun adopted Marxism in his discussion of historical development in Korea by matching old 

states/dynasties to each stage as proposed by Stalin. According to Mun, pristine communism was 

seen in ancient tribal states such as Puyŏ, and the Three Kingdoms period was considered a slave 

society in Korean history. While explaining the emergence of so-called conquering states in the 

formation of a slave society, he also analyzed Koguryŏ first before Silla and Paekche.374 In the 

social structure of Koguryŏ, he matched large privileged families (taega, Ě#), common people 

(haho, ԇԼ), and slaves to the three social classes of the Stalinist model.375 Additionally, he 

listed Koguyŏ first in the discussion on each kingdom’s foreign relations as well.376 While 

explaining Koguryŏ’s victories in the series of wars with neighboring states, the Chosŏn yŏksa 

attributed Koguryŏ’s success to its ability to mobilize labor with commoners and slaves, and 

even stated that commoners of the Three Kingdoms were forced to fight against each other in 

order to satisfy those at the highest level of social class. Within the Stalinists’ interpretation of 

history, the construction of a large capital at P’yŏngyang was proof of Koguryŏ’s slave-based 

society.377 Interestingly, the Chosŏn yŏksa rarely mentioned Silla in the periodization of Korean 

history. Although Mun briefly stated in Chosŏn yŏksa that feudalism in Korean history appeared 

after Silla’s unification and the rise of Parhae, and lasted through the Chosŏn dynasty,378 the 

fourth chapter, “Establishment and Development of the Feudal State” started with the Koryŏ 

dynasty instead of Unified Silla and Parhae. In other words, Koguryŏ was also the key to 
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374 Mun Sŏk-chun, Chosŏn yŏksa (Hamgyŏng: Hmgyŏng namdo kyoyuk munhwabu, 1945), 6 and 15.  
 
375 Mun, Chosŏn yŏksa, 6.  
 
376 Mun, Chosŏn yŏksa, 23-25.  
 
377 Mun mentioned the rise of Kyŏngju as Silla’s capital along with P’yŏngyang to justify his claims of a slave 
society in the Three Kingdom period. (Mun, Chosŏn yŏksa, 21.)  
 
378 Mun, Chosŏn yŏksa, 6-7. 
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analyzing Korean history in the Stalinist model of historical development theory as representing 

a slave society whereas Unified Silla was relatively less addressed in the Marxist analysis of 

social structure.  

Both North and South Korea commonly expressed Koguryŏ’s political lineage in history 

textbooks published after liberation. In the south, it was mainly because the strong nationalist 

perspective from the colonial period still remained while Koguryŏ’s military success as a 

conquering state made it easy for historians in North Korea to fit Koguryŏ into the historical 

stage of slave society. Although Koguryŏ appeared in the political aspect of Korean history even 

after the two different Korean regimes appeared on the peninsula three years after the colonial 

regime ended, the escalated tensions between the two Koreas following the Korean War and 

changes in political circumstances of each side after the early 1960s resulted in new discourses 

on Koguryŏ’s political lineage.  

 

Ideological Conflict and International Politics on Discussion of Koguryŏ  

The changed perspectives in Korean historiography on Koguryŏ’s lineage started to 

appear subtly from the late 1950s through the 1960s in both North and South Korea. Although 

Koguryŏ still appeared first in the texts on the Three Kingdoms period, it became obvious that 

the main focus gradually shifted to Silla in South Korea. In textbooks for middle school students 

in 1956, Silla’s growth was explained under the title of “Silla’s Rapid Development” and its 

hwarangdo (ՐŊĮ) was presented as one of the unique traditions of Korean history,379 while the 

text on Parhae also confirmed the shift in historical importance from Koguryŏ to Silla.  

In contrast to books of the 1940s which treated Parhae equally with Silla by referring to 
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379 Yi Pyŏng-do, Chungdŭng sahoe saenghwal kwa chungdŭng kuksa (Social Life and National History for Middle 
School Levels) (Seoul: Ŭryu munhwasa, 1956), 42-43.  
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Parhae as Koguryŏ’s successor in the north, most documents after the 1950s obviously addressed 

“Unified Silla” as the main kingdom in Korean history after the Three Kingdoms period. Unified 

Silla occupied the most space in the discussion of ancient Korean history in the official 

government guide on Korean history education, and many materials acknowledged Unified Silla 

as the sole Korean kingdom between its unification in the seventh century and Koryŏ’s 

establishment in the tenth century, whereas mention of Parhae and the northern part of the 

peninsula diminished. In 1955, the Department of Education finally suggested that Silla should 

be addressed in detail in a separate chapter while Parhae was to be briefly mentioned in 

textbooks. Following this guideline, textbooks for middle school students in 1956 mentioned 

Parhae partly in the Unified Silla chapter,380 and furthermore, there was no clear explanation 

about Parhae in the revised guidelines announced in 1956.381 During the colonial period through 

the late 1940s, it had been common to consider Parhae as a legitimate successor of Koguryŏ after 

the latter’s collapse, and most historical materials including textbooks included Parhae. The use 

in those years of the term “period of northern and southern dynasties” instead of “Unified Silla” 

for the period between Silla’s annexation of Koguryŏ and the fall of Parhae indicates the 

persistence of Koguryŏ-centered historiography. In the new South Korean views in which Silla 

prevailed in the historical discourses over Parhae, it was inevitable for Koguryŏ’s position to 

decline even though Koreans still considered it a part of their history.  

The rise of Silla as a main state during the Three Kingdom period did not solely happen 

in South Korea. Somewhat surprisingly, North Korean textbooks also stressed Silla’s 
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380 Yi, Chungdŭng sahoe saenghwal kwa chungdŭng kuksa, 53-55.  
 
381 Although it advised that Parhae should be addressed in textbooks for high school students, mention of Parhae was 
still very limited and only recorded in a subsection on the Unified Silla period. As a result, Parhae’s establishment 
and culture were included under the section on politics and economy of Unified Silla.  
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development and unification in the seventh century. The Uri nara ryŏksa iyagi (Our National 

History), published in 1956, introduced the process of Silla’s development in detail and also 

attributed its fast development to its contacts with various states in China, explaining that 

advanced societies in China helped Silla to make progress in various fields.382 It even stated that 

Silla’s alliance with Tang was a necessary strategy to accomplish unification, which was the most 

urgent and important task in that period. Uri nara ryŏksa iyagi evaluated Silla’s unification very 

highly, emphasizing its historical development and resplendent culture while highlighting Silla’s 

successful campaign to expel Tang forces from the Korean peninsula after annexing Koguryŏ.383  

It is interesting to note that North Korean materials narrated Silla and its unification 

favorably in the 1950s because their historical perspectives changed dramatically entering the 

1960s through the 1970s. In contrast to South Korean documents which insistently located Silla 

at the center of historical discussion about the Three Kingdoms period, materials used in North 

Korea from the 1960s criticized Silla harshly for its alliance with Tang, and downplayed its 

unification by labeling it as “incomplete” because of the existence of Parhae in the former 

Koguryŏ territory. It was the Chosŏn t’ongsa (ЧʂӣɁ, Korean History) published in 1962 that 

first confirmed the change in historical perspective. Unlike its first edition in 1956 which still 

evaluated Silla’s unification highly and emphasized its expulsion of Tang forces just like in the 

Uri nara ryŏksa iyagi, the second edition of the Chosŏn t’ongsa paid more attention to the 

establishment of Parhae, therefore, the historical meaning of Silla’s unification diminished in this 

edition. Here, Silla’s unification was limited only to the southern half of the peninsula, and 
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383 Ibid., 45-51.  
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Parhae appeared as a legitimate successor of Koguryŏ in the north.384 

The change in tone on Silla’s unification and the shift in historical perspective from Silla 

to Koguryŏ in North Korean historiography became more prominent and official in the 1970s. In 

the third edition of the Chosŏn t’ongsa in 1977, they again criticized Silla very harshly for its 

alliance with the Tang, a foreign force, in order to conquer Paekche and Koguryŏ, which 

belonged to the same group as Silla, i.e., Korean.385 The Chosŏn chŏnsa (ЧʂϹɁ, History of 

Korea) published from late 1979 through 1983 explained not only Silla’s own struggle in its 

relationship with the Tang, but also the devastation of people in former Paekche and Koguryŏ 

territories as a consequence of Silla’s dependency on a foreign force. Furthermore, it clearly 

stated that Silla weakened the strong spirit of resistance among Koreans by giving up on a 

complete expulsion of the Tang, resulting in a delay of more than twenty years for people in the 

northern part of the peninsula to establish Parhae, another Korean state succeeding Koguryŏ. 

Nevertheless Silla prevailed over the Tang, Silla’s ruling class turned their backs on those same 

people in favor of their own interests by being satisfied with the “incomplete” unification that 

was only limited to the southern part of the peninsula. The order of appearance of Parhae and 

Silla in the Chosŏn chŏnsa also confirmed the change in the historical status between 

Koguryŏ/Parhae and Silla from the late 1970s through the 1980s. In contrast to the Chosŏn 

t’ongsa, which addressed Silla before Parhae while still criticizing the former as being harsh, 

Parhae appeared ahead of “Later Silla” in the Chosŏn chŏnsa and North Korea granted Parhae 
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384 The title of the sixth chapter in the second edition of the Chosŏn t’ongsa was “Unification in the South by Silla 
and Establishment of Parhae in Former Koguryŏ Territory.” It strongly implies that not only was Silla’s unification 
reevaluated, but Parhae’s status in Korean history rose even more because its establishment was recorded in a 
section of a chapter on Silla in the previous edition.  
 
385 While blaming Silla for forming an alliance with Tang, the third edition of the Chosŏn t’ongsa ignored the 
conflicts between Silla and the Tang, and did not mention that Silla eventually expelled the Tang in 678.  
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historical legitimacy over Silla. And speaking of the term “Late Silla” in the Chosŏn chŏnsa, it is 

interesting to note that “Early Silla” appeared first in the Chosŏn chŏnsa in 1979. The term 

“Early Silla” was evidence of a new perspective in the official historiography of North Korea. 

Although “Later Silla” had been used in order to emphasize historical meaning of Parhae’s 

establishment in previous materials, it was in 1979 when “Early Silla” was adapted for 

periodization in North Korea.  

In addition to emphasizing Parhae’s emergence and the denouncement of Silla, the text 

insistently stressed Koguryŏ’s “independent spirit” and also proved that Koguryŏ had replaced 

Silla as the main focus of the Three Kingdoms period in North Korean historiography. One of the 

most interesting features in the third edition of the Chosŏn t’ongsa in 1977 was the emphasis on 

its “independence spirit” rooted on chuch’e (henceforth Juch’e, as it is Romanized in North 

Korea) ideology [тҪɋɢ] advocated by the North Korean regime. Compared to the 

conventional historical perspective argued by Stalin, which focused on class conflict in historical 

development, a new perspective propelled by Juch’e ideology underlined the individual’s mind 

in maintaining a self-reliant spirit. Therefore, Koguryŏ’s defeat of the Sui and Tang forces was a 

perfect example in propagandizing their claim of its long history and importance of existence 

among Koreans. The structure of the Chosŏn t’ongsa and the Chosŏn chŏnsa also verified 

Koguryŏ’s status in the official historiography of North Korea. Meanwhile, in the third edition of 

the Chosŏn t’ongsa in 1977, the chapter on the Three Kingdoms period had been titled “Strong 

Koguryŏ and Relationships among the Three Kingdoms” but the fourth edition in 1991 changed 

the title of the chapter on the Three Kingdoms period after the fifth century to “Koguryŏ’s 

Unifying Policy and Relationships among the Three Kingdoms.” Although emphasis on Koguryŏ 

in unification discourse developed consistently in North Korea since the late 1970s when they 
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interpreted the movement of Koguryŏ’s capital to P’yŏngyang as a sign of its tendency toward 

unification in the first edition of the Chosŏn chŏnsa, clarifying it in the title of the chapter on the 

Three Kingdoms period was a strong indication of the Koguryŏ-centered perspective of North 

Korean historiography.  

Unquestionably, the surge of Juch’e ideology was related to its depiction of Koguryŏ as a 

leading agent in the unification, and the second edition of the Chosŏn chŏnsa detailed the move 

of Koguryŏ’s capital to P’yŏngyang in the chapter titled, “Koguryŏ People’s Fight to Unify the 

Nation” in 1991 as they stressed the Koguryŏ people’s spirit of resistance. Connecting Koguryŏ 

with Juch’e ideology in the historical discourse of unification was very crucial in terms of 

Koguryŏ’s political legitimacy in Korean history because it was the unification that had in earlier 

times allowed Silla to be positioned at the center of discussion about the Three Kingdoms period. 

Combining the newly emphasized Koguryŏ in the structure of Juch’e ideology with the 

previously emphasized Parhae, North Korea was then able to argue strongly that history during 

the Three Kingdoms period actually developed within a Koguryŏ-centered history rather than a 

Silla-centered history,386 also implying that political legitimacy in contemporary Korea lies in 

North Korea, not in South Korea.  

Interestingly, the changes in political circumstances in South Korea were also partially 

responsible for the surge of historical importance of Koguryŏ in North Korea since the 1970s. 

After seizing political power through a military coup d'état in 1961, Park Chung-hee (Pak 

Chŏng-hŭi, ǕБս, 1917-1979) had to deal with various issues threatening his authoritarian 

regime. In order to consolidate his regime, Pak insistently stressed the importance of national 

unity while facing a hostile enemy in the north, and he presented Silla’s unification as an 
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example of a national unified history. Furthermore, Park’s narrow victory in the presidential 

election of 1971 made him institute the new Yusin (Ώ˦) Constitution in 1972 to remain in 

power, which interestingly occurred at the same time when North Korea promulgated their new 

constitution to consolidate Kim Il Sung’s (Kim Il-sŏng, ÷χʌ, 1912-1994) regime.387 In other 

words, Koguryŏ and Silla emerged as main factors in the construction of collective memories in 

both North and South Korea, respectively. Regardless, Koreans all generally agreed that both 

Silla and Koguryŏ were part of their histories, although the unique situation in the two Koreas 

necessarily presented different paths to express their collective memories.388 It was not surprising 

that South Korea addressed Silla’s unification affirmatively during this period, and North Korea 

highlighted Koguryŏ history in the 1970s, not only as the outcome of their political agenda, but 

also in response to their enemy in the south. Considering Koguryŏ’s battle against China as 

Koguryŏ people’s irredentism while viewing its conflicts with Silla and Paekche as expressions 

of Koguryŏ’s desire for unification in the Chosŏn chŏnsa was apparently reflective of Koguryŏ-

centered historical perspectives in North Korea and was propelled by various changes in their 

political situation.  

 

Although both North and South Korea consistently addressed Koguryŏ in their versions 

of Korean history, there are, however, some differences in explaining this ancient kingdom in the 
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387 Both North and South Korea officialized their new constitutions on December 27, 1972 when Kim and Park were 
re-elected as presidents in both halves of the Korean peninsula. Considering that the two sides were having secret 
meetings between late 1971 through June 1972 until they published a joint statement on July 4, 1972, it is very 
likely that Park and Kim acknowledged each other’s plans to seize political power on their sides.  
 
388 Dramatic changes in international politics during the early 1970s also influenced Park Chung-hee’s political 
decision. In July 1971, President Nixon announced that he would visit China in February 1972, and Japan 
established diplomatic relations with China in 1972. It is very plausible that these changes led to Park’s opening 
dialogue with North Korea while consolidating his regime in South Korea. The collapse of South Vietnam in 1975 
also resulted in a strong wave of national unity within South Korea.  
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two Koreas after the 1960s. These differences were mainly caused by political conflicts that had 

been growing since the establishment of two different Korean regimes in 1948. The outcome of 

ideological confrontations was so strong that even research on Koguryŏ appeared differently 

depending on which side they were rooted. The controversy about the beginning of Koguryŏ is 

one of the best examples showing the complexity of the discussion of Koguryŏ in the twentieth 

century. I will now review how this specific issue on Koguryŏ’s origins developed after 

liberation in 1945.389  

 

II. The Dating of Koguryŏ: Heritage of Early Korean Nationalists’ Thought  

Although both North and South Korean scholars agree now that Koguryŏ appeared first 

among the Three Kingdoms, there is still controversy about when exactly Koguryŏ was 

established. Since the Samguk sagi, the oldest extant record today, gives 57 BCE and 37 BCE as 

the dates of the founding of Silla and Koguryŏ, respectively, many South Korean historical 

materials from later periods until the late 1950s generally accepted those as the inaugural years 

of the two kingdoms. Even a book with one of the strongest Koguryŏ-centered historical 

perspectives also followed the dates of the Samguk sagi for the founding of Koguryŏ and Silla. 

In the Taehan yŏksa (ĚԑŗɁ, Great Korean History) published in 1959, Chang To-bin stated 

that Korean history would have been worthless without Koguryŏ because it certainly had the 

most important role in Korean history,390 and he said Koguryŏ was established in 37 BCE, 

twenty years later than Silla. Unquestionably, Koguryŏ appeared as the main kingdom in 

Chang’s historiography. He not only introduced Koguryŏ first before Paekche and Silla in his 
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390 Chang To-bin, Tae Koguryŏsa, vol. 2, Taehan yŏksa (Seoul: Kuksawŏn, 1959), 1.  
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book, he also assigned more pages in narrating events of Koguryŏ than those of Paekche and 

Silla combined.391 Furthermore, Chang specifically used “History of the Great Koguryŏ” for the 

title of the second volume of his Taehan Yŏksa that states Koguryŏ history. But it is interesting 

that he accepted the Samguk sagi’s year of Koguryŏ’s establishment despite his Koguryŏ-

centered historical perspective.  

It was in the 1960s when South Korean scholars generally agreed that Koguryŏ preceded 

Silla in terms of its establishment in Korean history. History textbooks since the 1960s have 

insistently stated that Koguryŏ was established first among the Three Kingdoms in the first 

century BCE. Instead of indicating a certain year for the establishment of the Three Kingdoms, 

South Korean materials have rather focused on when each kingdom appeared as an organized 

state in ancient Korean history, and as a result of this shift in focus on how to address the early 

years of the Three Kingdoms, they explained that Chumong established Koguryŏ in the first 

century BCE, and Paekche and Silla developed after Koguryŏ.  

In contrast to South Korean documents, North Korean materials as early as the mid-1950s 

presented Koguryŏ as the first kingdom among the Three Kingdoms.392 What is more noteworthy 

in North Korean historiography about Koguryŏ’s beginning is when it was established, rather 

than whether it was the first kingdom and if it had appeared before Silla. Whereas South Korean 

scholarship generally agrees that Koguryŏ was established in the first century BCE, North 

Korean scholars since the 1950s have presented different years for the beginning of Koguryŏ. 

The first change regarding Koguryŏ’s early dating appeared in the mid-1970s. Whereas the 
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pages devoted to each are 210, 60, and 70, respectively. Chang also stated history of Parhae in volume 5 of the 
Taehan yŏksa in 52 pages.  
 
392 Urinara yŏksa iyagi, 12-16.  
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Koguryŏ munhwa (Koguryŏ Culture, 1975) mentioned the first century BCE for the founding of 

Koguryŏ,393 the late-second century BCE was presented in the Koguryŏsa yŏn’gu (Koguryŏ 

Studies, 1976). According to this argument, what happened in the first century BCE was a shift 

of political power between two different groups resulting in the accession of Chumong to the 

throne of Koguryŏ. In other words, nobles belonging to the Sono (ʘă) group, one of the five 

main groups possessing political power in early Koguryŏ, established Koguryŏ at Cholbon 

(currently Huanren (ՙπ), Liaoning (űĂ) Province) in the second century BCE, and Chumong 

became king about a century later.394 Since the 1990s, however, it has again been traced further 

back by more than a century in North Korean scholarship. In 1990, Son Yŏng-jong argued in the 

Koguryŏsa that Koguryŏ had remained the main state throughout the Three Kingdoms period, 

since it was established by King Tongmyŏng in 277 BCE.395 It is obvious that the re-dating of 

Koguryŏ’s beginning was a consequence of the new emphasis on the North Korean government’s 

political legitimacy, and it eventually led to the revision of the Chosŏn chŏnsa in 1991, which 

adopted Son’s argument regarding the early history of Koguryŏ.  

What is interesting here is that North Korean scholarship on the issue of dating Koguryŏ 

reflects a surprisingly similar perspective to the nationalists of the colonial period, such as Sin 

Ch’ae-ho. Like Sin’s questioning of some notes about Koguryŏ’s royal lineage, Son also pointed 

out that King Kwanggaet’o appeared as the seventeenth-generation descendant of King 

Tongmyŏng on his stele, contrasting the Samguk sagi which listed him in the twelfth generation. 

Whereas nationalist historians during the colonial period brought out the long history of Koguryŏ 
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393 Koguryŏ munhwa (P’yŏngyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 1975), 4.  
 
394 Ri Chi-rin and Kang In-suk, Koguryŏsa yŏn’gu (P’yŏngyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 1976), 53-59.  
 
395 Son, Koguryŏsa, 10, 13-15, and 20-22.  
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in order to provide more evidence of the greatness of Koguryŏ itself, its re-emergence in the late 

twentieth century in North Korean scholarship is more properly understood as an effective means 

to underline Koguryŏ’s central position in the political lineage of Korean history in an attempt to 

argue North Korea’s political legitimacy in the contemporary period, and a series of revisions of 

Koguryŏ’s long history is an example of the ongoing process of rooting Koguryŏ in their 

collective memory.  

 

III. Re-appropriating Koguryŏ Culture  

Koguryŏ’s military spirit has arguably been the main topic in the discussion of that 

kingdom since the colonial period. Compared to the previous appreciation of its culture with the 

focus on militarism, documents since the 1950s generally expanded their interest in Koguryŏ 

culture to other aspects including the arts. Although Koguryŏ’s military strength still appeared in 

the main context of its culture in many materials including textbooks, Koguryŏ tombs, mural 

paintings inside tombs, and customs were also often addressed in both North and South Korea. 

Since Japanese scholars expressed their interest in Koguryŏ tomb paintings in the 1930s, the 

division of Korea, and competition between North and South Korea following the division 

contributed to an expansion of the field of Koguryŏ culture. While North Korea took advantage 

of its geographical location in excavating many sites relating to Koguryŏ, South Korea 

developed its own discourse on Koguryŏ by granting itself a historical role as preserver of 

Korean culture. In the following section, I will analyze how Koguryŏ culture appeared in various 

materials in the two Koreas and what contributed to the emergence of new aspects of Koguryŏ 

culture since the late 1940s.  
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Perception of Koguryŏ Culture  

In contrast to the discussion on political aspects, textbooks of South Korea usually 

introduced and explained the cultures of the Three Kingdoms together, rather than separately, 

grouping them together as “ancient Korean culture.” For example, textbooks introduced the 

establishment of T’aehak (ӜԌ) in Koguryŏ as an example showing a common characteristic of 

Koreans who were aware of the importance of national teaching, and also built Kukhak (½Ԍ) in 

Silla. Although it is more proper to understand the establishment of national institutions as a 

common phenomenon appearing in the process of becoming a centralized state, many materials 

including history textbooks for middle and high school students tried to interpret them as 

evidence showing Koguryŏ and Silla had something in common in terms of their “Korean” 

culture. Assessment of Buddhist arts of the Three Kingdoms, including Tamjing’s painting at 

Hōryūji, Japan, is another example taken by scholars to claim cultural similarities in the Three 

Kingdoms. In the same vein, Koguryŏ’s Tongmaeng (ĸƢ) was presented with ceremonies 

performed in other ancient Korean states as a feature of Koguryŏ culture.396 In other words, 

although cited to explain Koguryŏ culture, these features were taken in order to confirm 

Koguryŏ’s position in ancient Korean culture rather than to emphasize its own uniqueness within 

Korean culture. Whether people paid more attention to its unique characteristics or not, it is clear 

that many documents of both North and South Korea addressed Koguryŏ culture within the 

larger frame of Korean culture until the 1970s.  

The trend to appreciate Koguryŏ culture has changed since the 1970s. In contrast to 

previous discourses that addressed it as a part of Three Kingdoms culture, North Korean 
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396 According to the document, people of Koguryŏ gathered in the tenth month of the year to celebrate the harvest 
and thank heaven with songs and dances. Since Puyŏ and Ye had similar ceremonies of their own, this type of 
ceremony was not rare in states during the ancient period, and textbooks often referred to them together in the text of 
a common tradition of Koreans in ancient states.  
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materials started to recognize Koguryŏ culture in its own right, and brought it out of the context 

of Three Kingdoms culture by addressing it separately. The Koguryŏ munhwa introduced various 

aspects of its culture exclusively, including architecture, music, dance, and the arts. It is likely 

that the political situation affected the publication of the Koguryŏ munhwa. While (Unified) Silla 

gradually occupied the center of the discussion on ancient Korean history in South Korea, it was 

no surprise that North Korea intensified the research on Koguryŏ in its attempt to argue their 

historical legitimacy from Old Chosŏn and Koguryŏ. Texts of the Koguryŏ munhwa also 

revealed that there was a strong political influence on the analysis of Koguryŏ culture. In its 

explanation of palaces and fortresses, the Koguryŏ munhwa deliberately pointed out the 

exploitation by the ruling class for these projects, and even Koguryŏ tomb paintings were not 

exempted from criticisms of exploitation. Although they are hailed as true masterpieces that 

enrich world culture, the Koguryŏ munhwa also cited many paintings inside Koguryŏ tombs as 

evidence to show the lavish lives of the ruling class, made possible only at the expense and 

sacrifice of the common people.397  

It is worthwhile to note that South Korean materials mentioned Koguryŏ’s artistic value 

only in the assessment of its mural paintings. Since praised highly by Japanese scholars in the 

1930s, discussions of paintings on the walls of chambers of Koguryŏ tombs remained relatively 

quiet in South Korea until the 1990s. Obviously, the limited research on Koguryŏ in South 

Korean scholarship was partly due to the difficulty of getting the latest information on Koguryŏ. 

Since most sites relating to Koguryŏ are located either in China or North Korea, it had been very 

hard for South Koreans to gain access to them, which is a secondary reason why Silla was 

discussed more than Koguryŏ in South Korea. In spite of some opportunities for South Korean 
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397 Koguryŏ munhwa, 211-213.  
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scholars to research Koguryŏ culture at sites in North Korea during the 1970s, the extent of the 

knowledge they obtained was too limited for academic discussion.398 Koguryŏ research in South 

Korea faced a turning point in 1981 when the South Korean government officially asked North 

Korea to begin exchanges of cultural resources between the two Koreas. In the statement, South 

Korean government suggested that the South would have an exhibition of Koguryŏ resources 

while North Korea also had one for items from Silla and Paekche. In addition to exhibitions, 

joint research projects on ancient Korean history were also suggested by South Korea.399 

Although there was no immediate answer from North Korea, it was obvious that the interest in 

Koguyrŏ among South Korean society gradually increased even though Silla still remained the 

center of the discussion on the Three Kingdoms in South Korea. It is not clear what was behind 

South Korea’s suggestion. One possible cause was that regime in South Korea during this period 

was closely tied to military persons who may have had a nostalgic recollection of Manchuria 

beyond the Yalu River.400 It is also possible that the strong confidence that the South Korean 

government had in its competition with the North Korean regime also likely emboldened the 

former to publicly approach the latter. While North Korea had advantages in the competition 

between the two Koreas from the late 1940s through the 1960s, most references about North 

Korea available in South Korea displayed only negative aspects of the North, and the research on 

Koguryŏ that the North Korean government was ardently using for their claims of historical 
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398 In 1972, North and South Korean scholars met with Japanese scholars in Nara, Japan, to discuss a tomb with 
paintings found in Japan. In this meeting, both North and South Korean scholars generally agreed that this tomb and 
painting inside it were influenced by Koguryŏ. See Tonga ilbo, October 5, 1972. In 1973, North and South Korean 
scholars again had a chance to exchange their works at the 29th International Congress of Orientalists in Paris. 
Koguryŏ culture was one of four topics on which North Korean scholars presented at this conference. See 
Kyŏnghyang sinmun, August 8, 1973.  
 
399 Maeil kyŏngje sinmun, November 17, 1981.  
 
400 Recovering Manchuria was cited as a national task in a training text published by the South Korean Army 
Headquarters.  
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legitimacy was not welcomed in the South. The reversal of the two Koreas’ positions since the 

1970s, however, offered a new opportunity for research on Koguryŏ in South Korea. Once it 

became confident in its competition with North Korea, the South Korean government tried to 

express its superiority over its counterpart in the North, and reaching out for academic research 

on Koguryŏ was a method adopted by South Korea. Consequently, quite a few books and articles 

about Koguryŏ were published in 1982, including the Han’guk ŭi pyŏkhwa kobun (Tombs with 

Murals in Korea) and the Koguryŏ Parhae munhwa (Culture of Koguryŏ and Parhae).401  

The Koguryŏ Parhae munhwa was a collection of articles about Koguryŏ and Parhae 

written by Chinese scholars in the 1970s, and obviously, changes in South Korean society made 

it possible for Chinese articles to be available among Koreans. It was very clear that Koguryŏ 

culture and arts raised interest among Chinese scholars who examined not only tombs and its 

murals in general, but also Koguryŏ dances appearing in the paintings.402 Whereas the Koguryŏ 

Parhae munhwa is a collection of Chinese articles on Koguryŏ research, the Han’guk ŭi pyŏkhwa 

kobun was a book by South Korean scholar that focuses on Koguryŏ paintings specifically.403 It 

was the very first book since liberation to introduce Koguryŏ tombs to South Korea. Regardless, 

most research and references about Koguryŏ tombs in the Han’guk ŭi pyŏkhwa kobun were cited 

from Chinese and North Korean materials, and its publication in South Korea did not encounter 

any controversy after the South Korean government publicly announced its willingness to 

expand Koguryŏ research.   
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401 Besides these two books, a book about the King Kwanggaet’o stele was also published, and various articles on 
Koguryŏ were published in journals.  
 
402 One Chinese scholar reported that there are 12,206 Koguryo tombs in the Jian region.  
 
403 It also introduced some murals of Paekche, Silla, and Kaya tombs. While twenty-one Koguryŏ tombs were 
introduced, just two Paekche tombs, one Silla tomb, and one Kaya tomb were included. Although about fifty 
Koguryŏ tombs were known, Han’guk ŭi pyŏkhwa kobun only introduced twenty-one of them.  
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After being convinced that North Korea would not pose a serious competition, the South 

Korean government even managed to normalize diplomatic relationships with countries such as 

China, which had once been considered an enemy, and there was no reason for South Korea to 

keep Koguryŏ from the collective memory of Koreans. Arguably, the establishment of diplomatic 

ties between South Korea and China in 1992 resulted in an increased interest in Koguryŏ among 

South Koreans, and more South Koreans were able to travel China and see many sites in 

Manchuria relating to Koguryŏ. In 1993, after visiting Koguryŏ sites in China, a former South 

Korean Minister of Culture and Information reported that various Koguryŏ sites including tombs 

and walled towns in the old capital had been maintained poorly and serious damages had already 

befallen on murals. Following this report, the South Korean government sought to appeal to the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (hereafter, UNESCO) to 

preserve Koguryŏ sites in China. 404  Furthermore, a leading newspaper company and an 

association in South Korea sponsored a special exhibition of Koguryŏ murals at the British 

Museum in London in 1997. Being the very first exhibition of Koguryŏ arts in a Western country, 

it was organized in order to help Koguryŏ murals become recognized by the UNESCO 

committee. Interestingly, the North Korean government also showed its own interest in 

registering Koguryŏ mural tombs near P’yŏngyang as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage Site 

in 1997. It made an offer to South Korea to investigate Koguryŏ sites together,405 and UNESCO 

listed the Koguryŏ tombs in North Korea as a World Cultural Heritage Site in 2004.  

Listing the North Korean Koguryŏ sites with UNESCO with the support of South Korea 

indicates that Koguryŏ has finally attained a solid foundation for its embedment in the collective 
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405 Ibid., October 15, 1997.  
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memory of Koreans as overcoming the ideological split that had made it difficult for this ancient 

kingdom to be rooted firmly in the collective memory of Korean people, and memories of 

Koguryŏ were displayed in various ways in both North and South Korea.  

 

Flourishing Public Interest in Koguryŏ Culture  

As Koguryŏ was firmly positioned in the collective memory of people in South Korea 

since the 1980s, the claim by pseudo-history scholars emphasizing a so-called “continental” 

perspective in history [ĚŽɁ�] quickly emerged as well. Accusing mainstream academic 

scholars in Korean history of holding a “colonial perspective” [ˠǒɁ�], this new group of 

people strongly argued for the glory days of ancient Korean history by stressing the historical 

importance of Old Chosŏn. They maintained that Tan’gun was a real historical person rather than 

just a mythical figure, and Old Chosŏn’s territory stretched deep into the Chinese mainland. 

Although most of their claims mainly addressed Old Chosŏn, they also addressed the Three 

Kingdoms period in their arguments, and Koguryŏ, often linked with Old Chosŏn, became a 

subject in their discussion as well.  

The rise of interest in the so-called chaeya sahak (Ϥ̌ɁԌ, non-academic history) 

scholars’ works certainly put more attention on Koguryŏ memories. Because their claims were 

based on their attempt to criticize colonial historiography, the history of Koguryŏ was a very 

attractive subject of discussion just as the nationalists had used Koguryŏ memories as a means to 

incite a spirit of resistance among Koreans during the colonial period. As they gained more 

acknowledgement from people who supported their claims of a “continental” perspective, the 

non-academic scholars organized an association406 and even called for the revision of history 
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406 Kuksa ch’atgi hyŏpŭihoe (Association to Recover National History) was formed by these scholars, and their main 
claim was to abandon the so-called colonial historiography. They also requested the inclusion of Tan’gun in history 



� ��� 

textbooks for middle and high school students in the early 1980s. Quite surprisingly, a new 

textbook published in 1983 indeed reflected some of their requests407 although most of their 

claims were based on historically questionable materials such as the Kyuwŏn sahwa (ÒͳɁՒ, 

Historical Anecdotes of Old Chosŏn) and the Hwandan kogi (ՙď|ñ, Ancient Record of 

Hwanin and Tan’gun).408  

As arguments by non-academic scholars emphasizing the greatness of ancient Korean 

history gradually gained some support among ordinary people in South Korea since the 1980s,409 

mainstream historians and scholars started to dispute the claims of non-academic scholars. 

Academic scholars had earlier ignored the latter’s claims in order to avoid any controversy. But 

after witnessing that pseudo-history by non-academic historians had become more popular 

among people and was even debated by an unorthodox group in the National Assembly in 1981, 

mainstream scholars started approaching ordinary people in order to explain the conventional 

claims of their scholarship, and the publication of the Han’guksa simin kangjwa 

(ԑ½Ɂ˖ǒEп, Public Lectures on Korean History), a journal for non-academic readers in 
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and argued for an expanded territory of Old Chosŏn with a new theory on the location of ancient kingdoms 
including Paekche and Nangnang (˼ŉ, Ch. Lelang). See Kyŏnghyang sinmun, November 3, 1975.  
 
407 The Tan’gun myth was included in a Korean history textbook for middle school students and Parhae’s control of 
Manchuria was also mentioned.  
 
408 The Kyuwŏn sahwa, assumed to be written in 1675, introduced ancient Korean history until Tan’gun Chosŏn 
period. Although it gave the ancient history of Chosŏn, it was a religious record rather than a historical document. 
Throughout its texts, Kyuwŏn sahwa criticized Confucianism for the origin of Chosŏn’s toadyism toward China. The 
Kyuwŏn sahwa also suggested that Choson should re-occupy Manchuria in order to become a strong state. The 
Hwandan kogi also listed kings of Tan’gun Chosŏn and gave the aniceint history of Chosŏn. Regardless, its author 
calimed that he published the Hwandan kogi in 1911 by compiling primary sources introducing the ancient period, 
and it is generally believed to be fabricated after 1940s as an attempt to inspire “national spirit” among people.  
 
409 Those arguing for the revision of ancient Korean history petitioned to the National Assembly to discuss issues, 
and a public hearing was held at the National Assembly with scholars from both sides as participants. It attracted 
attention from public, and influenced eventually for academic scholars’ group to approach to the public as a response 
to revisionists.  
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1987, was the outcome of this project.410  

Obviously, the expansion of academic exchanges between North and South Korean 

scholars about the Koguryŏ issue led more people to think about Koguryŏ, and the conflict 

between academic scholars and chaeya historians in the 1980s resulted in more research on 

Koguryŏ. For example, a newspaper column following the discussion on national historiography 

at the National Assembly suggested that Korean academics should focus on Manchuria for 

ancient Korean history while reminding them that most work on this region was carried out by 

Chinese or Russian scholars although the region contained many traces of a glorious period in 

Korean history.411 What is interesting here is that this column also stated the legacy of the 

colonial perspective had remained in modern historiography, and suggested research on Koguryŏ 

history as a means of overcoming the colonial perspective on Korean historiography. In other 

words, newspaper columns also demanded more Koguryŏ research while somewhat agreeing to 

non-academic historians’ criticism on conventional scholarship of Korean history in terms of its 

“peninsular” perspective on history. 

It is important to note that both academic and non-academic scholarship apparently 

addressed Koguryŏ in the discussion of Korean history. In contrast to controversies between the 

two groups regarding Old Chosŏn and Tan’gun, there is no difference in their acknowledgment 

of Koguryŏ in Korean history. Stating that both the Kyuwŏn sahwa and the Hwandan kogi were 

fabrications rather than historical documents, the second issue of the Han’guksa simin kangjwa 

was a special edition on the discussion of Old Chosŏn and refutes the claims of non-academic 
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410 Kyŏnghyang sinmun, August 31, 1987.  
 
411 “Koguryŏ yŏksa ŏdi kanna” (Where is Koguryŏ History), Kyŏnghyang sinmun, October 26, 1984.  
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historians412 in that academic scholars insistently introduced Koguryŏ’s political structure and 

culture, including paintings from tombs, in the Han’guksa simin kangjwa. Additionally, none of 

the articles addressing Koguryŏ in this journal questioned its identity as Korean. Its third issue in 

1988 included articles about Koguryŏ people’s worldview and research on the King 

Kwanggaet’o stele, and Koguryŏ arts were examined with arts of Silla and Paekche in its twenty-

third issue in 1998, which addressed exclusively Korean national treasures from various states in 

Korean history.  

Arguably, the most efficient method to construct collective memory is to take advantage 

of the power of mass media and popular culture, including the production of movies, dramas, 

books, and exhibitions containing certain messages in their content. The emergence of Koguryŏ-

themed dramas in the last decade in South Korea shows well how the formation of the collective 

memory has benefitted from popular culture. Since 2004, many dramas about Koguryŏ were 

produced after various special exhibitions on Koguryŏ met with huge success. Chumong, a 

historical TV drama depicting the early years of Koguryŏ posted an astonishing number of 

viewers throughout its run from May 2006 until March 2007, and led to more dramas dealing 

with Koguryŏ such as T’aewang sasin’gi (Legend, 2007) and Yŏn Kaesomun (2006-2007). It is 

obvious that so-called “Northeast Project” (The Northeast Borderland History and Related 

Phenomena Research Project) launched officially in 2002 by the Chinese government influenced 

the rising importance of Koguryŏ memories in Korean society because the Northeast Project 

claims Koguryŏ as a part of Chinese history. In order to dispute the Chinese claim, South Korea 

has had to confirm Koguryŏ’s status in Korean identity, and the projection of Koguryŏ in the 

collective memory through mass media and popular culture has been very successful. Basically, 
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412 Cho In-sŏng, “Kyuwŏn sahwa wa Hwandan kogi,” Han’guksa simin kangjwa 2 (1988): 71-88.  
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the mass media is duplicating what mass printing did a few hundred years ago when nationalism 

emerged and spread in Korea.413  

The rise of interest in Koguryŏ during the late twentieth century also appeared in North 

Korea. Tamjing by Ri Sŏng-dŏk and Chumong by Kim Ho-sŏng, two historical novels narrating 

Koguryŏ history, were published in 1997 and 1998. It was not the first time, however, that 

Koguryŏ was used as a main subject for novels. As early as 1949, Yi Kwang-su (ƃ¢ʴ, 1892-?) 

wrote the Sarang ŭi Tongmyŏng wang (King Tongmyŏng’s Love) in which Yi narrated mystical 

features of the birth of Chumong while emphasizing his leadership based on humanism.414 

Compared to Yi’s novel, Kim Ho-sŏng’s Chumong put more emphasis on Koguryŏ’s historical 

relationship with Old Chosŏn. Chumong’s ultimate goal in Kim’s novel was to establish a unified 

state like the one Tan’gun supposedly once ruled in the past. In contrast to South Korean 

scholarship in which controversies about Tan’gun and Old Chosŏn remain between non-

academic historians and academic scholars, the ties between Old Chosŏn and Koguryŏ have been 

consistently emphasized in North Korea. 415  More interestingly, Ri’s Tamjing even linked 

Koguryŏ arts to its military spirit. Although the main story of this novel was about the 

completion of the wall painting by Tamjing at Hōryūji, Ri pointed out what made it possible for 
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413 Because these dramas were produced to emphasize Koguryŏ’s “Koreanness” and glory, many portrayed some 
historical incidents incorrectly and with considerable artistic license. Certainly, the difference between historical 
documents and these dramas caused concern since dramas sway people’s perception of history because not all of its 
content is based on historical accuracy. See Sŏ Kil-su, “Yŏksa wa Koguryŏ drama Chumong” (Historical Facts and 
Koguryŏ Drama Chu-mong) Koguryŏ yŏn’gu 28 (2007): 9-48. As this concern grows among academic scholars, the 
Han’guksa simin kangjwa 41 (2007) specifically dealt with the success of historical dramas and problems following 
that success. 
 
414 It is obvious that Yi Kwang-su was very much interested in writing historical novels. Besides this, he also wrote 
about many historical figures including Yi Sun-sin and King Sejong of Chosŏn. Yi seemed to put more historical 
meaning in Koguryŏ than Silla. In 1926, he wrote an introduction to the Koguryŏ Annals of the Samguk sagi in 
Tonggwang. His depiction of Kungye, in Maŭi t’aeja published serially in the Tonga ilbo from May 1926 to January 
1927, was not as negative as presented in conventional texts.  
 
415 North Korean scholars argued that Tongmaeng, a ritual ceremony of Koguryŏ, originated from Old Chosŏn’s 
Much’ŏn (ǁҖ).  
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him to achieve his mission was Koguryŏ’s victory against the Sui. In order to convince readers of 

how much Koguryŏ’s spirit influenced the splendid arts of Koguryŏ, as exemplified by Tamjing’s 

painting, Ri fictionalized that Tamjing and Ŭlchi Mundŏk had known each other since Tamjing 

was young. In this novel, it was Ŭlchi Mundŏk’s personal letter to Tamjing that eventually led 

him to complete the painting and inspire respect for Koguryŏ art among Japanese people. It is 

very likely that the registration of Koguryŏ sites with UNESCO and the high level of Koguryŏ 

legacy in their collective memory inspired the publication of these novels.416  

Historical novels are not the only material reflecting Koguryŏ legacy in the culture of 

North Korea. The Koguryŏ iyagi explained that three customs – ondol, preference for octagonal 

features, and game of yut – originated from Koguryŏ.417 Specific features or leisurely pursuits 

from Koguryŏ have rarely been mentioned while general characteristics such as high military 

spirit have been discussed often in terms of Koguryŏ culture. A colonial-period newspaper article 

introducing games played in the first month of the new year mentioned sŏkchŏn (ɷϼ, rock-

throwing contest) briefly as a custom of Koguryŏ origin,418 and Ch’oe Nam-sŏn explained that 

ondol had been used since Koguryŏ. Otherwise, Koguryŏ customs were rarely introduced in 

materials whereas its history, as symbolized by military strength and spirit, has appeared 

repeatedly in various documents. Obviously, escalated interest in Koguryŏ history and its 

successful implantation to the collective memory contributed to the re-emergence/reconstruction 

of various cultural customs originating from Koguryŏ since the late twentieth century, and the 
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416 Both Kim and Ri stated in their preface that the refreshed memories of Koguryŏ enabled them to realize national 
pride while they wrote novels.  
 
417 Koguryŏ iyagi (Story of Koguryŏ) (P’yŏngyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 2007), 222-254. Terms used in 
playing yut symbolized five different animals that were also used for official titles in the ancient kingdom.  
 
418 “Koguryŏ sidae put’ŏ kiwŏnhan sŏkchŏn” (Sŏkchŏn - Originated from Koguryŏ) Tonga ilbo, January 5, 1938.  
 



� ��� 

South Korean government even used an astronomical map from Koguryŏ in the newly designed 

10,000-won bill in 2007.419  

 

IV. Koguryŏ and the Ethnic Origins of Koreanness  

Many scholars, not only Koreans but also Japanese and Chinese, have examined the 

ethnic origin of Koreans, and Koguryŏ has been discussed with this issue because the Ye (̻) and 

Maek (ơ) tribes, which are generally regarded as aboriginally Korean, also appeared in many 

historical documents as an ethnic group comprising Koguryŏ. Needless to say, the ethnic identity 

of Koguryŏ emerged as a key subject in the discussion about the implantation of Koguryŏ in the 

collective memory of Koreans. I will review different recent arguments about the ethnicity of 

Koguryŏ people as presented by some scholars, and analyze how the ethnic lineage of Koguryŏ 

has been deployed lately in the discourse on Koguryŏ memories in both North and South Korea 

while Koguryŏ is emerging rapidly within the notion of the collective memory of both North and 

South Korean societies.   

 

Ye-Maek, Koguryŏ, and Korean  

Since the Hou Han shu stated the Maek were the main ethnic group of Koguryŏ, the 

Maek have been considered as an ancestor of the Korean people, and consequently, Koguryŏ’s 

relationship with the Maek became an important issue in Koguryŏ’s ethnic lineage within Korean 

history. Interestingly though, not only Maek but also the Ye and Ye-Maek often appear as a 

distinct group forming early Korean identity in historical documents. Meanwhile the Han shu 
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419 Although the use of this map was also intended in order to show the high level of astronomical knowledge by 
Koreans, it is another strong indication that the South Korean government has tried to implant Koguryŏ in the 
collective memory of Koreans amidst the controversy over Koguryŏ’s historical identity.  



� ��� 

used both Ye and Ye-Maek to refer to Koguryŏ people in its discussion of Wang Mang’s (͒Ɲ, 

45 BCE-23 CE) chase of the Hu tribe (Ձв),420 and the Sanguo zhi referred to the Ye and Ye-

Maek for the explanation of Puyŏ,421 which was believed to share a common ancestor with 

Koguryŏ.  

It is worthwhile to note that Japanese scholars first offered an explanation on the usage of 

these terms as early as the 1930s. Shiratori Kurakishi stated that the Ye-Maek, formed of a mixed 

race of Mongols and Tunggus, resided between Sushen (ˁ˥) and Donghu (ĸՁ) tribal 

territories.422 According to Shiratori, the Maek tribe changed its name to Ye after moving east as 

a result of pressure from Donghu and Han tribes (ԏв). Because Chinese people still called them 

the Ye-Maek, Shiratori argued, the Maek tribe living upstream of the Songhua (ʤՐ, Eng. 

Sunggari) River became associated with Puyŏ, while the Ye often referred to people of Koguryŏ 

along the Yalu River and those in present-day Kangwŏn province, according to many 

documents.423 In agreement with Shiratori’s argument, Mishina Shōei (ɛӿ̹҇, 1902-1971) 

also stated that all tribes residing in northern China were called Ye-Maek, which was just a 

redundancy because the Maek were also widely known as the Ye.424 South Korean scholars 
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420 Han shu, 99:6.  
 
421 Sanguo zhi (ɛ½ѝ) Wei zhi (΅ѝ) 30:842.  
 
422 Shiratori Kurakishi, “Waibaku o hatashite nani minzoku to minasubekika” (̻ơ
���Ԉǒв�`у���
�, What Ethnic Group was Considered the Wai-Bak Tribes?), Shigaku zasshi (ɁԌϙѦ) 44, no. 7 (1932): 103-105. 
 
423 Shiratori Kurakishi, “Waibaku minzoku no yurai o nobete Fuyo Kōkuri oyobi Kudara no kigen ni oyobu” 
(̻ơǒв	Ύŋ
ˉ��Ș̤�´ŔÞ
ǮН	óʹ�Þ�, The Roots of Waibaku Tribes: The Origin of Fuyo, 
Kōkuri and Kudara), Shigaku zasshi 45, no. 12 (1933): 110-112. 
 
424 Mishina Shōei, “Waibaku shōkō” (̻ơʕ�, Some Consideration on the Wai-Bak [i.e. Wai-Baku] Tribes), 
Chōsen Gakuhō (ЧʂԌȂ) 4 (October 1952): 8.  
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generally agree that the Ye-Maek were aboriginal Koreans comprising Puyŏ and Koguryŏ.425 The 

argument, does not, however, limit Ye-Maek only to the northern states in ancient Korean 

history.  Stating that characters for both the Ye and Maek were just used to address the state of 

the Ye tribe residing east of China, Yang Chu-dong (Ŏшĸ, 1903-1977), using a phonetic 

analysis of the two characters, insisted that there were linkages between the characters of Ye, 

Maek, and places for Silla. According to Yang, Ye-Maek can be read as tongmyŏng (ĸƨ), 

literally meaning “bright east” and even deciphered as “Kyerim” ({Ɗ), an old name for Silla’s 

capital.426  

North Korean scholarship also presented Koguryŏ’s ethnic Korean identity through a 

discussion of the Ye and Maek. Explaining that Chinese people used both characters 

interchangeably when they first encountered Koreans because Chinese historians did not 

distinguish between the two names,427 Ri Chi-rin argued in the Koguryŏsa yŏn’gu that Puyŏ and 

Koguryŏ were established by the Maek tribe while the Ye tribe built Old Chosŏn, the first slave 

state in Korean history. What is more interesting in Ri’s argument is that the Ye and Maek tribes 

were related not only through their geographical location but also by blood.428 Considering that 

North Korea labeled Koguryŏ as a feudal state which followed Old Chosŏn, a slave state, in the 

Marxian model of historical progress, it is no surprise that North Korea stressed the ties between 
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425 Kim Chŏng-hak, “Han’guk minjok hyŏngsŏngsa” (History of the Formation of Korean Nation), in Han’guk 
munhwasa taegye (ԑ½ǅՌɁĚx, Overview of Korean Cultural History) (Seoul: Koryŏ taehakkyo ch’ulp’anbu, 
1970), 1:422-429. Kim argued that Ye and Maek actually referred to the same tribe that belonged to the Altai group 
in anthropological terms. 
 
426 Yang Chu-dong, Yang Chu-dong chŏnjip – 1 Koga yon’gu (ŎшĸϹѹ – 1. |%̱¹) (Seoul: Tongguk 
taehakkyo ch’ulp’anbu, 1983), 1:38.   
 
427 Ri Chi-rin, Ko Chosŏn yŏn’gu (Studies of Old Chosŏn) (P’yŏngyang: Kwahakwŏn ch’ulp’ansa, 1963), 140. 
Because North Korea consistently agues the historical legitimacy of Old Chosŏn was directly succeeded by 
Koguryŏ, discussion of the ethnic group of Old Chosŏn was closely related with that of Koguryŏ.  
 
428 Ri Chi-rin and Kang In-suk, Koguryŏsa yŏn’gu, 15-16.  
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Old Chosŏn and Koguryŏ in terms of their ethnicity as they were strongly arguing for their 

political legitimacy by underlining the historical lineage from Old Chosŏn to themselves through 

Koguryŏ and Parhae, discounting Silla’s role in the flow of Korean history.  

Besides the claims about the Ye-Maek, some scholars insist instead that they were two 

different branches with the same origin. Rui Yi-fu (̾ψȘ) distinguished the Ye and Maek by 

arguing that the former resided over the northern part of the Korean peninsula along Songhua 

River and Jilin area, meanwhile the latter mainly was in the Liaodong, Shandong (ɗĸ), and 

Hebei (ԊȦ) regions.429 Wen Chong-yi (ǅˊφ) also insisted that both the Ye and Maek were 

two different groups from the same tribe, Wuyi (͈ε), who interacted with Yin (Ν).430 What is 

interesting in Wen’s claim is that he included Paekche and Silla in the discussion of the Ye-

Maek.431 It is a a very important claim in terms of consolidating Koguryŏ’s ethnic lineage in 

Korean history because the ethnic identity of Koguryŏ as defined by the Ye-Maek can be 

stretched further to the southern part of the Korean peninsula as long as the Ye-Maek were the 

main ethnic group comprising all of the Three Kingdoms. In other words, Koguryŏ’s ethnicity as 

represented by the Ye-Maek certainly helped it remain strong in the collective memory of 

Koreans. Whether it was historically true or not that the ethnic origin of all Three Kingdoms lay 

with the Ye-Maek, Koguryŏ’s ties with them, at least, have never been doubted regardless of how 

we perceive the Ye and Maek.432 And the rise of perception that the Ye-Maek were the common 
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429 Rui Yi-fu, “Hanguo gudai minzukaolue,” (ԑ½|ęǒв�Ō, Summary of Ethnic Groups in Ancient Korea) in 
Zhong Han Wenhua lunji (Taipei: Zhonghua wenhua chupan shiye weiyunhui, 1955), 1:40-47. Here, Rui understood 
Ye and Maek to be the eastern and western branches of Old Chosŏn, respectively.  
 
430 Wen Chong-yi, “Wei-Mo minzu wenhua ji qi chiliao,” (̻ơǒвǅՌÞâɁŰ, A Study of the Culture and Tribe 
of Wei-Mo), Bulletin of The Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica 5 (1958): 115.  
 
431 Wen, “Wei-Mo minzu wenhua ji qi chiliao,” 127-30.  
 
432 Some scholars also argue that the Maek moved east after being pushed by Xingnu (շă, Kor. Hyngno) tribes and 
gradually absorbed Ye, who had already settled down in the east into agricultural life. See Kim Chae-bung, “Wai 
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ethnic origin of Koreans has caused no trouble in the Korean people’s collective memory.  

 

Issues of Identifying Malgal (Ƙ6, Ch. Mohe)  

The identity of the Malgal has been a key factor as well in analyzing Koguryŏ’s ethnic 

composition. Since mentioned mostly with Koguryŏ in the Samguk sagi, the Malgal have been 

seen mostly in relations with the Ye or Ye-Maek. Yi Pyŏng-do stated that the Malgal in the 

Samguk sagi actually referred to the Ye-Maek tribes in Eastern Ye (ĸ̻),433 and Kim Ch’ŏl-chun 

also argued that they were people belonging to the Ye or Eastern Okchŏ (ĸ͊ϭ).434 Although 

some Chinese scholars explained that the Malgal were the Mo-Mo (ơ�, Kor. Maek-Maek) 

people from the intermingling of the two tribes,435 the Malgal usually appeared with Sushen, 

Yilou (挹ų. Kor. Ŭmnu), and Wuji (ǈö, Kor. Mulkil) in pre-modern documents.  

The texts of both Chinese and Korean historical documents support the conventional 

scholarship, which distinguishes the Malgal from Koguryŏ people. Many Chinese documents 

often explained the Malgal in different sections than the Eastern Barbarian (ĸε) where 

Koguryŏ and other ancient Korean states appeared, and even in the Samguk sagi, there were 

some examples implying that the Malgal were treated differently relative to the Koguryŏ people. 

The treatment of the Tang in accepting the surrender of the Koguryŏ army in 645 portrayed 
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Baku kō” (A Study on Ye-Mag [i.e. Wai-Baku]), Chōsen Gakuhō 71 (October 1974): 1-19. Basically agreeing with 
Kim’s argument, Yi Ok even claimed that “Koguryŏ minjok” was formed by the combination of two different ethnic 
groups, the Maek from the west and the Ye from the east. See Yi Ok, Koguryŏ minjok hyŏngsŏng kwa sahoe (The 
Formation of Koguryŏ People and Its Society) (Seoul: Kyobo mun’go, 1984).  
 
433 Yi Pyŏng-do, Kugyŏk Samguk sagi (Seoul: Ŭryu munhwasa, 1977) 19, 354-355.  
 
434 Kim Ch’ŏl-chun, “Han’guk kodae kukka paltalsa” (Development of Ancient Korean State), in Han’guk 
munhwasa taegye, 1:501. Ch’ŏn Kwan-u also agreed with Kim’s argument about Malgal identity as recorded in 
Samguk sagi.  
 
435 Fu Langyun and Yang Yang, Dongbei minzu shilue (ĸȦǒвɁŌ, A Summary of People in the Northeast) (Jilin: 
Jilin renmin chupanshi, 1983), 82.  
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certain distinctions between the Koguryŏ people and the Malgal. According to the Samguk sagi, 

the Tang emperor ordered troops to bury the Malgal people alive whereas the Koguryŏ people 

were either to be taken to the Tang or sent back to Koguryŏ depending on their ranks.436 Besides 

this, the Malgal also appeared frequently in the conflict with Paekche in the Samguk sagi, which 

addressed the Malgal’s consistent attacks on Paekche since the first century BCE. Interestingly, 

the Samguk sagi stated the Malgal were located along the northern border of Paekche and Silla. 

Because Koguryŏ was also adjacent to Paekche and Silla during the Three Kingdoms period, 

many notes regarding conflicts between Paekche and the Malgal made it possible to assume that 

there were a least some Malgal communities inside Koguryŏ territory.  

Research on Koguryŏ’s ethnicity has contributed to a new analysis of the Malgal as well. 

In contrast to the conventional understanding of the Malgal which positioned them in the lineage 

of the Jurchen and originating from Sushen, recent scholarship emphasizing Koguryŏ’s Korean 

ethnicity argues that the Malgal were just an opprobrious term for common people and 

specifically used to refer to people outside of capital throughout Koguryŏ history.437 Scholars 

arguing that the Malgal was a pejorative term used to refer to the ruled also stated that Chinese 

people also used the Ye and Maek as a derogative terms to refer to foreign groups. Therefore, the 

usage of “Malgal,” they argue, can be understood in the same way as “Ye” and “Maek.”  

It is worthwhile to note that the Malgal were discussed in the discourse of the Ye-Maek in 

terms of Koguryŏ ethnicity in recent South Korean scholarship, which argues that at least two 

groups of the Malgal – the Paeksan (ǭɗ) and the Songmal (ʞƗ) – were descendants of the Ye-

Maek. According to this argument, it is very likely that both the Paeksan and Songmal Malgal 
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436 Samguk sagi, 21:11.  
 
437 Han Kyu-ch’ŏl, “Koguryŏ sidae ui Malgal yŏn’gu” (Research on Malgal of Koguryŏ), Pusan sahak (ȣɗɁԌ) 
14·15 (1988): 47.  
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actually referred to Koguryŏ people residing in the region over the years, which overlapped the 

area that the Ye-Maek had settled earlier, therefore, the relationship between Koguryŏ and them 

should be understood as being subordinate to the authority of Koguryŏ. In other words, “Malgal” 

did not refer to states of different ethnic communities exclusively, and extremely harsh 

punishment of the Malgal people by the Tang explained the split between Koguryŏ people in 

capital and those in local areas, rather than warning the Malgal not to join with Koguryŏ.438  

Then, is it proper to believe that the Malgal people thought of themselves as “Koguryŏ” 

people and held a collective identity of Koguryŏ? Although it is possible to trace some 

similarities between some Malgal groups and previous Ye-Maek records, there are some 

examples in historical documents that question the strong consciousness of Koguryŏ among the 

Malgal themselves. The Samguk sagi recorded that a Malgal chief offered ten fine horses to the 

Paekche king in the third century and the king of Paekche gave horses to a Malgal envoy on the 

latter’s visit.439 Although the Malgal mostly posed a serious concern for Paekche, they also tried 

to maintain peace with Paekche at times while Koguryŏ was still hostile with Paekche. More 

interestingly, the Samguk sagi also states that one Koguryŏ official conspired with the Malgal to 

attack Paekche.440 It is strange that the Koguryŏ official secretly made a plan against Paekche if 

the Malgal truly held a strong consciousness of being a part of Koguryŏ. In other words, it is 

doubtful that the Malgal had a strong sense of belonging to Koguryŏ, even if they were actually 

referring to Koguryŏ people in local areas far from the capital or different ethnic communities 

inside Koguryŏ.  

��������������������������������������������������������
438 Han, “Koguryŏ sidae ŭi Malgal yŏn’gu,” 32, 39-40 and 43-45.  
  
439 Samguk sagi, 24:4. “…Ƙ6ϡł4ԥŐƐ˴Ԅ, ͒͠ťɀϑγ՛њ.”  
 
440 Ibid., 26:7. “…�´ŔϚ�Ŧ̢Ƙ6ư, ͘�ԏʉѱļ̖ե˺ԇ…”  
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It seems that the new environment emphasizing Koguryŏ’s Korean ethnicity since the late 

twentieth century has propelled new analysis on the Malgal, which was also very closely related 

with the historical identity of Parhae, now generally considered by Koreans as a direct 

descendant of the fallen Koguryŏ. Because the Xin Tang shu identified the founder of Parhae as 

Malgal,441 the interpretation of Malgal identity emerged as a key issue in positioning Koguryŏ’s 

ethnic identity as well. Considering Parhae’s position in Korean historiography, specifically in 

North Korea, it is not surprising to see the interpretation of the Malgal as a marginalized people 

in recent South Korean scholarship,442 and it can be understood in the process of consolidating 

Koguryŏ in the collective memory of both North and South Koreans.  

 

Reflections of Koguryŏ’s Ethnic Lineage in Popular Culture  

A review of the depiction of Koguryŏ in popular culture also helps us understand how its 

ethnicity has been dealt with in the formation of Korean identity. Historical fiction is one of the 

forms appearing widely in North Korea as an attempt to underline Koguryŏ’s ethnic lineage in 

Korean history. In the Tamjing, the author consistently stated that Koguryŏ, Paekche, and Silla 

immigrants in Japan were getting along well and remained very close to each other, which left a 

deep impression on the Japanese Crown Prince. The brief summary of the international situation 

surrounding Paekche, Koguryŏ, and the Sui in this fictional work provides the best evidence of 

the emphasis on the collective identity rooted in ethnic homogeneity. It says that what kept 
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441 Xin Tang shu, 219:6179. “…ʞƗƘ6Ȥ�Ŕϑ…”  
 
442 In the Jiu Tang shu though, “Koguryŏ’s different group” [�ŔǼк] without any Malgal comment was used to 
explain the first king of Parhae. See Jiu Tang shu, 199:5360. Scholars not agreeing with the “Malgal=marginalized 
people” interpretation argue that “different group” means Koguryŏ people living near the border in Malgal-majority 
villages who gradually adjusted their lifestyle to follow their habitants. See No T’ae-don, “Tae Cho-yŏng, 
Koguryŏin in’ga Malgarin in’ga” (Tae Cho-yŏng, Did he belong to Koguryŏ or Malgal?), Yŏksa pip’yŏng 9 
(November 1989): 308-319.   
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Paekche from attacking Koguryŏ in spite of the Sui’s proposal was their strong consciousness of 

being “us” with Koguryŏ.443 It seems that author referred to the Sui shu for the creation of this 

scene. According to the Sui shu, Paekche did not engage in any military operation against 

Koguryŏ although the king of Paekche placed troops along the Koguryŏ border when the Sui 

crossed the Liao River.444 Although it was true that Paekche was able to avoid any military 

conflict with Koguryŏ during the Sui expedition, it is very unlikely that their belief in the same 

ethnicity with Koguryŏ was the reason of their behavior. It is more likely that Paekche’s ongoing 

confrontation with Silla kept them from attacking Koguryŏ during the Sui expedition. In other 

words, Paekche took advantage of the tension between the Sui and Koguryŏ in order to check a 

possible threat from Koguryŏ while focusing on Silla for their main concern, and it is very 

doubtful for the Three Kingdoms to hold a collective identity consciousness.  

The emphasis on Korean ethnicity in Koguryŏ discourse was also confirmed in 

Kwanggaet’o t’aewang (¤NӠӜ͒),445 a historical drama currently airing in South Korea since 

June 2011. Following the success of previous dramas dealing with Koguryŏ, such as Chumong 

(2006), Yŏn Kaesomun (2006), and T’aewang sasin’gi (Legend, 2007), Kwanggaet’o t’aewang 

also focuses on the achievements of the historical king of Koguryŏ.446 In depicting how King 

Kwanggaet’o gained the reputation among the people of Koguryŏ, Kwanggaet’o t’aewang 
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443 Ri Sŏng-dŏk, Tamjing (P’yŏngyang: Munhwa yesul chonghap ch’ulp’ansa, 1998), 174-175.  
 
444 Sui shu (ʺɰ), 81:1819.  
 
445 Kwanggaet’o t’aewang (-Ӝ͒), instead of commonly known Kwanggaet’o taewang (-Ě͒), was chosen for the 
title of this series. Although Kwanggaet’o t’aewang appeared on the King Kwanggaet’o stele, it is obvious that the 
replacement of tae with t’ae was the outcome of the increased emphasisis on the historical pride of Koguryŏ.  
  
446 It is very interesting to note that all three major broadcasting company of South Korea – KBS (Kwanggaet’o 
t’aewang), MBC (Chumong and T’aewang sasin’gi), and SBS (Yŏn Kaesomun) – aired historical dramas on 
Koguryŏ. It is very likely that they just answered popular demands for Koguryŏ discourse in the middle of the 
controversy on Koguryŏ history between Korea and China.  
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explains that his achievements in Koguryŏ’s victories against the Later Yan [խ̰] helped his 

emergence on the Koguryŏ court. The credibility of this claim is, however, very questionable. He 

was only ten years old when Koguryŏ fought the Later Yan between 384 and 385. More 

importantly, Paekche replaced the Later Yan as Koguryŏ’s main enemy in 385, and he was 

chosen as the Crown Prince of Koguryŏ in 386. Therefore, it is more likely that the battles in 

which King Kwangget’o contributed to Koguryŏ’s victories were against Paekche, not the Later 

Yan, and the Samguk sagi also indicates that Koguryŏ took quite a bit of territory from Paekche 

in 391 when Kwanggaet’o became king.447  Certainly, his leadership was well known to 

Paekche,448 and he kept attacking Paekche over the next ten years, which resulted in an 

expansion of Koguryŏ territory to the south. All these accounts strongly suggested that his early 

success in military affairs came from defeating Paekche rather than the Later Yan. 

Unquestionably, it is the strong sense and common belief of Koguryŏ’s belonging to a Korean 

ethnicity among Koreans that portrayed the Later Yan as the foundation for King Kwanggaet’o to 

use to build his leadership in this drama. Because Koguryŏ was already planted firmly in the 

collective memory of Koreans with Paekche and Silla, it must have been easier to present the 

Later Yan, a foreign state, instead of Paekche, as evidence of King Kwanggae’to’s early military 

successes.  

It is worthwhile to note the great success of historical dramas dealing with Koguryŏ in 

spite of historically incorrect information in their content, and Chumong (2006) was even labeled 

as national drama throughout its broadcast due to its popularity among Koreans. It is obvious 
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447 There is a controversy regarding whether these battles between Koguryŏ and Paekche occurred before or after he 
was enthroned. In fact, Koguryŏ’s victories against Paekche were recorded during King Kwanggaet’o’s reign in the 
Samguk sagi while the Chosŏn sanggosa by Sin Ch’ae-ho listed it under King Kogugyang (�½̏͒, ?-391; r. 384-
391).  
 
448 Samguk sagi, 25:2.  
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that Koreans’ recognition of Koguryŏ in their collective identity propelled their success, and its 

position in the consciousness of Koreans is also placed firmly. Portrayal of Yŏn Kaesomun as a 

guardian of Koguryŏ instead of as a cruel dictator in the drama of the same name clearly 

indicates that notions of Koguryŏ’s Korean ethnicity have been the reason for the depiction of 

this ancient kingdom and its implantation in the collective memory of Koreans.   

 

Conclusion  

Mentions in Korean history of Koguryŏ’s political, cultural, and ethnic links to modern 

Korea can be found in various sources published since 1945, and the complexity in their 

references have even been furthered by many factors such as the establishment of two different 

regimes in Korea, rise of pseudo-historiography, and controversy between Korea and China 

regarding Koguryŏ’s historical identity. While South Korean scholarship has located Silla at the 

center of discussion for the Three Kingdoms period from the 1960s to the 1990s and beyond, 

Koguryŏ has occupied the superior position among the Three Kingdoms in North Korea. Efforts 

to implant Koguryŏ in the collective memory of Koreans appear in many ways in both North and 

South Korea.  

North Korea has consistently underlined Koguryŏ in Korean history in order to argue its 

political legitimacy over South Korea. By placing Koguryŏ at the feudal stage in the historical 

development model presented by Marx, they emphasized Koguryŏ’s historical significance over 

Silla’s.449 Moreover, with their Juch’e ideology growing since its appearance in the 1970s, 

Koguryŏ remains strong in various North Korean discourses as they try to construct Korean 
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449 Interestingly though, people’s protests against the ruling class of Koguryŏ were not mentioned as often as in 
Paekche or Silla contexts in North Korean historiography. Although Koguryŏ has consistently been called a feudal 
state, its military success facing foreign invasions are the main subjects in Koguryŏ history in North Korean 
documents.  
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identity through the lineage from Old Chosŏn to themselves through Koguryŏ and Parhae. And 

Koguryŏ’s strong military strength supports North Korea’s independence and self-reliance, 

which, they insist has emerged as an ideal model for their Military First (ɼÂ, sŏn’gun) policy 

and is also closely tied with Juch’e ideology. 

Although North Korea has apparently tried to take advantage of its ties with Koguryŏ in 

order to argue its political legitimacy over South Korea, South Korea also consistently presents 

traces of Koguryŏ legacy in their society. Naming one of the main boulevards in Seoul and an 

important military exercise “Ŭlchi” after the Korean national hero of seventh-century Koguryŏ 

implies that the South Korean government is also aware of Koguryŏ in the formation of the 

collective memory of Koreans, and an astronomical chart made in Koguryŏ replaced a pavilion 

built in the Chosŏn period on the newly redesigned 10,000-won bill in 2007. Considering that 

any affair related to currency is a very important project of any government, this change of 

design confirms that the South Korean government was not idle in deploying Koguryŏ in their 

political lineage and collective memory.  

Since “modern” nationalism started appearing in the late nineteenth century and 

throughout the colonial period, issues on Koguryŏ’s ethnicity emerged as one of the main 

subjects in Koguryŏ research in the twentieth century. In contrast to the colonial period when 

people were mostly interested in Koguryŏ’s military strength and independent spirit, Koguryŏ 

discourse after liberation in 1945 developed within the subject of Korean unity, and which 

consequently resulted in prolific research on its ethnic lineage in Korean history. Being even 

further stimulated in the middle of controversy on its historical identity between Korea and 

China, Koguryŏ ethnicity is overshadowing other issues about Koguryŏ and has led to the 

expansion of public interest in Koguryŏ. Newly produced TV dramas, movies, and historical 
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novels are outcomes of the inquiry into Koguryŏ ethnicity. Likely influenced by an increase in 

Koguryŏ-related materials, about 78 percent of high school students believe that Koguryŏ left the 

most influence on modern Korea, and more than 70 percent think people of Koguryŏ, Paekche, 

and Silla as belonging to the same ethnic group.450 Undeniably, these dramas and movies helped 

the public welcome Koguryŏ into their collective consciousness even though some of the 

portrayals of this ancient kingdom were far from the historical truth. Embellished stories 

focusing on Koguryŏ’s Korean ethnicity are indeed more effective in their implantation in the 

collective memory of Koreans. These dramas have helped not only ordinary people remember 

Koguryŏ but also have contributed to expanding academic research on Koguryŏ because some of 

these dramas have delivered historically incorrect information while mainly focusing on 

Koguryŏ’s Korean ethnicity in history.   

Arguably, memories of Koguryŏ after liberation appeared within the most complicated 

circumstances, and it is worthwhile to note that the different groups producing Koguryŏ 

discourse all acknowledge the ancient kingdom’s legacy in their arguments. No matter which 

political regimes they serve, or whether they belong to academic circles or non-academic 

historians, scholars remember Koguryŏ as always having been a part of Korean history, and its 

memories have not been erased while remaining in people’s minds as the savior and symbol of a 

great Korean history that has survived many threats from foreigners.  
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450 Kim Sang-hun, “Han’gugin ŭi kiwŏn e kwanhan chung·kodŭng haksaeng tŭl ŭi ŭisik kwa kuksa kyokwasŏ ŭi 
kwan’gye” (The Relationship between Korean History Textbook and Middle-High School Students’ Thought on the 
Origin of the Korean People), Han’guk kodaesa t’amgu 5 (August 2010): 5-61. Although Kim attributed the result to 
the contents of textbooks which guided students to hold a somewhat fabricated view of Koguryŏ, it is very likely 
that the huge success of Koguryŏ dramas such as Chumong and Yŏn Kaesomun two years before this survey also 
contributed to the results of this survey.  
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Chapter Seven   

 

Conclusion   

 

Koguryŏ: Ancient Kingdom Surviving in Modern Memories  

 

Collective memory appears most prominently under external pressure or threat, or at 

times when internal circumstances produce a crisis of legitimacy. The emergence of Koguryŏ 

memories among Koreans here is analyzed in the context of changes wrought by specific 

situations in Korean history. Most recently, it has been the competition between North and South 

Korea, each seeking to present itself as the sole legitimate government of Korea and the 

controversy regarding Koguryŏ’s historical identity between Korea and China that has 

contributed to the prominence of Koguryŏ in the Korean collective memory. It is significant 

indeed that a state that disappeared more than 1300 years ago still has such a lasting influence on 

events in the twenty-first century, and is still vigorously debated and discussed today. Although 

Koguryŏ always has been considered a part of Korean history, people’s strong interest in this 

ancient kingdom in the present is arguably unprecedented and it is far from coincidence that 

these rejuvenated Koguryŏ memories are deeply related to Chinese claims on Koguryŏ’s 

historical identity.  

Until the Chinese government gradually expressed its interest in Koguryŏ in the 1980s, 

official Chinese historiography never questioned the ancient kingdom’s position in Korean 

history. The atmosphere, however, has changed quickly and ironically since the 1990s, 



� ��� 

specifically, after South Korea established diplomatic relations with China in 1992. After 

witnessing the huge success of a series of special exhibitions on Koguryŏ following the 

establishment of diplomatic ties between the two countries, Chinese scholars started claiming 

historical ownership of Koguryŏ by arguing that the Koguryŏ people were assimilated into China 

after Koguryŏ’s demise in the seventh century CE. An example of the changed Chinese 

perspective is Sun Jinji’s (ʡѱè) argument that only the history of Silla belongs to Korean 

history, whereas not only Manchuria but even the northern Korean peninsula were Chinese 

territory.451 This is certainly a step further from earlier Chinese claims that Koguryŏ, from its 

establishment in the first century BCE until 427 when Koguryŏ moved its capital to P’yŏngyang, 

belonged to Chinese history, while the later years can be considered Koguryŏ’s own history.452  

What makes this more interesting is that both Korean and Chinese claims over Koguryŏ 

are strongly related with nationalism in each country. It is worthwhile to note that emerging 

interest in Koguryŏ among South Koreans first became apparent during the 1980s when South 

Korea was gaining more confidence in the competition with North Korea. After the 1980s, in 

contrast to the past when their main concern was just to catch up with North Korea, South Korea 

did not have to worry about the threat from the north as much, and is now looking toward 

eventual re-unification on its own terms. Furthermore, because South Korean administrations 

have been very confident of themselves in the middle of the competition against North Korea, 

they have started to look for something beyond the potential unification of the two Koreas in 

order to provide people emotional satisfaction about a glorious future. In other words, Silla’s 
��������������������������������������������������������
451 Sun Jinji, Dongbei min zu shi yan jiu (ĸȦǒвɁ̱¹, Research on Ethnic Groups in Northeastern China) 
(Zhongzhou: Zhongzhou guji chubanshe, 1994), 1:286-292.    
 
452 Chinese scholars present the notion of the so-called “dual lineage of one history” [φɁō͝] in order to make 
this argument. Although they reluctantly agree that Koguryŏ partly belonged to Korean history, it is obvious that 
what they truly intend is to refute Korean’s claim of Koguryŏ’s historical identity as Korean.  
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historical importance, symbolized by the unification, was replaced by the expansion of Koguryŏ 

as the main discourse in Korean history, and consequently, the Koguryŏ model of frontierism 

seems to be valued more highly and fits better than the internal unification achieved by Silla as a 

guidepost for the future.  

Chinese claims over Koguryŏ also strongly reflect some remnants of nationalism. In 

opposition to the South Korean situation, China realizes the necessity of providing a common 

ground for Chinese unity while appearing as a superpower in international politics and economy. 

As a fast-growing international power, China now has to monitor domestic affairs even more 

cautiously, and issues regarding Koguryŏ history are approached in terms of their potential threat 

weakening the collective identity of the Chinese people. In order to stress Chinese collective 

identity, China presents a notion of a “unitary multi-national state created jointly by the people of 

all its nationalities” [Ӣφϲ�Ĉǒв½#Ů]. According to this argument, Chinese history proves 

that China has been composed of multinational groups controlled by one civilization, Han (ԏ) 

China. Therefore, they maintain that every ethnic group currently residing in the Chinese 

territory should be considered Chinese and their histories are also a part of Chinese history. 

Because Chinese concern about Koguryŏ is basically rooted on an analysis of nationalism, the 

Chinese government understands that all surging interest in Koguryŏ among Koreans since the 

1990s is a very serious issue that can easily threaten their national propaganda. Chinese criticism 

of Korean scholarship as unprofessional and politically and economically motivated offers 

insight into how China is dealing with the Koguryŏ issue.453   
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453 In Gu dai Zhongguo Gaogouli li shi xu lun (|ęђ	�´��Ɂ��, Expanded Studies on Gaogouli History in 
Ancient China) published in 2003, Chinese scholars blame both South and North Korean scholarship on Koguryŏ. 
They point out the irredentism in a text published by the headquarters of the Republic of Korea army and argue that 
the popularity of non-academic scholarship appealing to chauvinism was behind the rise of irredentism espoused by 
the military leadership that seized political power in South Korea. North Korea’s registry of Koguryŏ’s mural 
paintings was also downplayed by Chinese scholars, who presented it as a symbolic gesture arising from political 
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It is therefore worthwhile to review some theories about nationalism in terms of their 

applicability to discussing the role of Koguryŏ in the discourse of nationalism because such re-

imaging of the past is often considered nothing more than a simple byproduct of modern nation-

building. Although nations and nationalisms were once believed to have existed since the ancient 

period, and history was the process of political unification and fighting against Others and 

Otherness in primordial perspectives, recent scholarship has argued that nations and nationalism 

did not appear until the eighteenth century when some Western states became independent by 

opposing old regimes, as seen in Ernest Gellner’s argument that nationalism was produced in the 

process of forming a modern centralized state and commercial capitalism. Eric J. Hobsbawm 

also does not regard the nation as a primary or unchanging social entity, and he further 

underlines the elements of artifact, invention, and social engineering as entering into the making 

of nations.454 Although he shows a different view on the nation by arguing for “imagined 

communities,” Benedict Anderson, too, agrees that the nation first appeared in the modern period, 

specifically after the late eighteenth century. Anthony Smith, however, shows a somewhat 

compromising perspective on nation-formation. Although he considers the nation as a new 

product of the modern period, Smith also stresses that it does not come from a total break with 

the past. Rather, he points to the ethnic origins of the nation in the pre-modern period. According 

to Smith, common myths, historical memories, and symbols are central to the formation of 

nation-state in the modern period.  

Even though most of these arguments seek the origins of nationalism in the modern 
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and diplomatic reasons rather than as the result of academic or cultural research. For the same reason, Chinese 
scholars attributed the success of a special exhibition on Koguryŏ in South Korea to a nationalism-centered social 
phenomenon, and they are even cynical of the collaborated efforts of the two Koreas on Koguryŏ issues. (Ibid., 8-10.)  
 
454 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, 10-11.  
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period, it is surprisingly easy to see that memories of Koguryŏ dating back as much as a 

thousand years or more fit the model of nationalist discourse in many aspects. First of all, the 

myth of Chumong and many memories of Koguryŏ held by Koreans since as early as the tenth 

century explain the role of myths and historical memories according to Smith’s argument.455 

Although many documents and rituals relating to Koguryŏ were only accessible to a limited 

segment of Korean society until the nineteenth century, this does not deny the applicability of 

Koguryŏ in the discussion of collective identity in Korean history. To the contrary, what is 

important here is how memories constructed and maintained by pre-modern elites were used 

with great effect by nineteenth- and twentieth-century elites to construct a modern national 

identity.   

There are scholars who doubt that people of the Three Kingdoms had possessed a 

“collective” consciousness of “us” as Korean.456 Basically agreeing with Hobsbawm’s argument 

on nationality, they explain that there were no fundamental differences in their perception of 

their neighboring kingdoms, relative to China or Japan. Therefore, they argue it is incorrect to 

label Silla’s unification as “national” unification. This may be true, but the reality is that we have 

no way of knowing whether the peoples of the Three Kingdoms shared some sort of common 

collective identity. What we can say, however, is that Koguryŏ, Paekche, and Silla, were 

considered to be a part of a common historical heritage by rulers and literati from at least Koryŏ 

times on. Whether or not common people of Koryŏ and Chosŏn were aware of Koguryŏ, it seems 

certain that the ruling elites of both periods never questioned that they derived a significant 

portion of their political, cultural and perhaps even ethnic legitimacy from the ancient kingdom. 
��������������������������������������������������������
455 Although Tan’gun is more appropriate as a symbolic example of a myth in the case of nationalism in Korea, 
Chumong of Koguryŏ also has remained through history and, moreover, Koguryŏ is often regarded as maintaining 
the historical lineage of Tan’gun’s Old Chosŏn.  
 
456 Im Chi-hyŏn, Mijok chuŭi nŭn panyŏk ida. (Nationalism is Treason) (Seoul: Sonamu, 1999), 58-63.  
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Hobsbawm, of course, draws an important distinction between pre-modern “political nations” 

and modern nation-states, but he fails to recognize the importance of historical memories 

constructed and perpetuated by political elites, at least in the case of countries with a long 

tradition of centralized rule such as those of East Asia, including Korea. Long before it became 

widely known among a broader swath of the population in the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, Koguryŏ had been consistently cited and remembered by literati. It was those 

memories that were propagated, albeit selectively, among the commoners.  

It is interesting to note how the literati referenced Koguryŏ in the pre-modern period, 

arguing, as in the case of Sin Ch’ae-ho, that Neo-Confucianism was a reason why nationalism 

was not able to develop earlier in Korea. Sin and others, however, were focusing primarily on the 

issue of what Andre Schmid calls “decentering China,” and they overlooked how political unity 

had been maintained in Korea for much of recorded history, how Confucianism – along with 

Buddhism and shamanism – became part of a widely shared culture, and how at least some 

Koreans had developed a sense of themselves as constituting a distinct ethnicity that transcended 

individual kingdoms or dynasties. Nationalism, as explained by such modernists as Gellner, 

Hobsbawm, or Anderson, requires the creation of a degree of homogeneity in these spheres that 

had never existed before. Korea, however, may be an example of a non-Western country where a 

relatively high degree of homogeneity, at least among the literate elites, was already attained 

before the introduction of the notions of nation and nationalism from the West. Nevertheless, 

many scholars generally agree that it was not until the twentieth century when nationalism 

appeared in Korean society, and concur that Neo-Confucian orthodoxy was a major factor that 

hindered the earlier development of nationalism. Although criticized by some literati since the 

eighteenth century, Neo-Confucianism was arguably a dominant ideology throughout Chosŏn 
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society, and its dominance became even stronger after the Ming perished in the seventeenth 

century. Since then, Chosŏn voluntarily upheld itself as a beacon and considered itself to be the 

“last bastion” of Neo-Confucianism. This change certainly altered Chosŏn’s perspective on 

China after the Manchu takeover. 

Nationalism is basically rooted in its awareness of an “us” that is distinguished from an 

“other.” Chosŏn literati since the seventeenth century, however, adopted Neo-Confucianism as 

the ultimate model for Chosŏn as well, and their blind following of it left little room for people 

in Chosŏn to devise a framework of native nationalism. Ironically though, positioning their state 

as the “last bastion” after Ming’s demise certainly provided an opportunity for Chosŏn literati to 

view themselves differently vis-a-vis their new neighbor, the Qing, established by the Manchus 

who had formerly been the Jurchens. What is more important regarding Koguryŏ memories 

within the Neo-Confucian-dominated period is that Koguryŏ was still remembered and recorded 

by Neo-Confucian literati. Kings of Chosŏn often paid their respects at the shrine of Chumong, 

and various historical materials never questioned Koguryŏ’s position in Korean history. 

Although most of the Chosŏn literati’s respect for and pride in Koguryŏ was indeed based on its 

ties with Kija, an important figure in their Neo-Confucian ideology, Koguryŏ remained in 

people’s memories regardless of the validity in applying nationalism to that period.  

More proof strongly indicative of Koguryŏ’s special status in terms of its place in 

people’s memories was that Koguryŏ was referenced repeatedly by both colonialists and Korean 

nationalists during the Japanese colonial period as well. While early Japanese colonial 

scholarship tried to separate Koguryŏ from the main ethnic group comprising Koreans in order to 

stress a common origin between the Koreans and Japanese, Korean nationalists used the ancient 

kingdom to encourage an independent spirit against colonial rule. By this time, it became 
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apparent that Koguryŏ was adapted to helping “modern” nationalism to develop in Korea.457 

More notably, even Japanese colonial scholarship, the Man-Sen school, addressed Korean ties 

with Koguryŏ because Japan needed to justify its invasion of Manchuria during the late stage of 

their imperial period, and their interest in Koguryŏ apparently appeared as well in their 

publications on Koguryŏ arts, including mural paintings in Koguryŏ tombs. In other words, 

Koguryŏ was too important for both Korean nationalists and Japanese colonialists to disregard, 

and this is why the colonial period turned out to be a critical period in inciting Koguryŏ 

memories among people.  

Proof of a strong awareness of Koguryŏ memories is also supported in North Korea. 

What makes this more noteworthy is that their reverence for Koguryŏ memories was not 

impeded by Marxism, which usually hinders the development of nationalism. There is no doubt 

that North Korea’s devotion to Koguryŏ memories are mainly sustained by their claims of 

historical legitimacy in the midst of competition with South Korea since the 1950s. Even though 

the unique political situation on the Korean peninsula indeed contributed to preserving Koguryŏ 

memories in the North, it is also very apparent that much of their scholarship on Koguryŏ 

followed arguments of Korean nationalists from the early twentieth century, and it did not 

emerge abruptly out of nowhere while North Korea has been competing with South Korea since 

the 1950s. In other words, it is more appropriate to say that the extended interest in Koguryŏ has 

been propelled, rather than created by, the political situation on the Korean peninsula.   

As explained before, it is apparent that the Chinese Northeast Project is behind the recent 

rejuvenation of Koguryŏ memories in Korea, and collective memories of Koguryŏ are factoring 
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457 Sin Ch’ae-ho lamented the lack of nationalism in Korea and attributed it the deficiency to Korea’s strong 
tendencies toward exclusivity. Sin’s strong Koguryŏ-centered historical perspective implies that Koguryŏ occupied a 
very important place in Korean nationalist discourse through the colonial period.  
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into the dispute regarding Koguryŏ’s historical identity between Korean and Chinese scholarship. 

Unquestionably, what added more controversy to the discussion of Koguryŏ memories since the 

1990s is that China started to realize that the rise of Koguryŏ memories inside Korea could 

possibly impact Korean-Chinese societies located mainly in northeast China. Because the focus 

of the so-called “continental” perspective in history [ĚŽɁ�], as opposed to a “peninsular” 

perspective [ǖģɁ�] is strongly related to Manchuria, the Chinese government has been 

concerned about the rapidly rising interest in Koguryŏ among Koreans, and is cautiously 

monitoring the situation surrounding Koguryŏ issues. Obviously, the Northeast Project is a 

response from the Chinese government to what is growing in both North and South Korea, and 

Koguryŏ has become a key subject in this whole project from the very beginning. The 

registration of Kogruyŏ sites with UNESCO helps us understand how much China is concerned 

with the issues of Koguryŏ’s identity. Although North Korea ratified the World Heritage 

Convention in 1998 to register its Koguryŏ sites with UNESCO’s World Heritage list, its initial 

attempt in 2002 was denied by UNESCO, which asked North Korea to revise its application. It 

was in 2004 when North Korean Koguryŏ sites were finally listed as a World Heritage Site by 

UNESCO. What is noteworthy here is that North Korea was not alone in registering Koguryŏ 

sites in 2004, as China also listed Koguryŏ-related sites in their territory with UNESCO. While 

North Korean sites were listed as “Complex of Koguryŏ Tombs,” the Chinese government 

registered theirs as “Capital Cities and Tombs of the Ancient Gaogouli Kingdom” in the World 

Heritage List.  

Chinese intervention in the emergence Koguryŏ-related issues in the 2000s can possibly 

be explained in two ways. First, since normalization of relations with South Korea in 1992, 

China has financially benefitted from the booming Koguryŏ interest in South Korea. As it 
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became possible for Koreans to travel to China, Koguryŏ sites in northeast China near its border 

with North Korea emerged as one of the most popular spots among South Korean tourists. It is 

not hard to assume that listing Koguryŏ sites in this area with UNESCO would bring more 

travelers not only from South Korea, but also worldwide. The more fundamental reason why 

Chinese cares about Koguryŏ sites in the northeast region is understood in their concern about a 

possible dispute regarding identities/national orientations among the people in that region. As 

briefly mentioned before, many Korean-Chinese reside in this area, and the similarities between 

them and the people of Korea certainly hold the possibility that the Korean-Chinese people may 

question their roots and pose a serious social problem for the Chinese government. Nostalgic 

memories of Koguryŏ among South Korean travelers were strong enough to make China ponder 

the situation in this region, and eventually led the Chinese government to claim some of the 

Koguryŏ sites as their own, as a means of keeping Koguryŏ sites from being solely recognized as 

Korean by UNESCO.   

This is why, in contrast to their conventional views, Chinese scholars have now started to 

argue that the history of Koguryŏ belongs to Chinese history, as just one of the many border 

regimes that made up the greater multi-ethnic Chinese empire. It is no surprise that both North 

and South Korea fiercely responded to Chinese claims of Koguryŏ as being a part of Chinese 

history. The Northeast Project resulted in a huge boost in terms of Koguryŏ memories among 

Koreans, and it was well reflected by the social phenomena that propelled the production of 

popular culture pertaining to Koguryŏ. The unprecedented success of South Korean historical 

dramas and fiction dealing with Koguryŏ amidst the current conflict between South Korea and 

China regarding Koguryŏ‘s historical identity is a good example showing how collective 

memory can be enhanced and transformed through controversy.  
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Just as Maurice Halbwachs acknowledged that the importance of social arrangements in 

individual memories are adapted and reflected, social circumstances in both Korea and China 

since the late twentieth century should be blamed or credited for the late-soaring Koguryŏ 

memories in both countries. Following Halbwachs’s classification, it is the dispute between 

Korea and China that finally welcomed Koguryŏ into the sphere of collective memories from the 

boundary of historical memories and history. Koguryŏ’s only historical memories have been 

formed and compiled through historical records by people who did not directly experience 

Koguryŏ, making this a main factor in preserving history, because history is the remembered past 

to which people no longer have “organic” relations. What distinguishes collective memory from 

historical memory is that the former involves the active formation of identities whereas the latter 

only remains in historical materials. As examination of how Koguryŏ has been brought up in 

Korean discourse, including the recent production of popular culture, certainly shows how much 

Koreans value this issue in terms of their historical identities.  

Cultural approaches of Koguryŏ memories among Korean are also well explained by Jan 

Assman’s theorization of collective memory. By distinguishing cultural memory from 

communicative memory, which is very similar to Halbwachs’s autobiographical memory,458 

Assman pointed out the functions of the former in the creation of identity and its capacity to 

reconstruct. According to Assman, it is cultural memory that actually influences people in the 

process of forming a common identity, and communicative memory only lasts at most three or 
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458 Halbwachs referred to four different types of memory – autobiographical memory, historical memory, history, 
and collective memory. According to Halbwachs, autobiographical memory is the memory of those events that we 
experience ourselves, while historical memory reaches us only through historical records. History is the remembered 
past to which we no longer have an “organic” relation, while collective memory is the active past that actually forms 
our identities. 
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four generations.459 This is why cultural memory should be monitored more carefully in order to 

examine the formation of collective identity. Here is the biggest difference between Korean and 

Chinese discourses on Koguryŏ memories.  

In Korea, it has been more than 1,000 years since Koguryŏ was projected retroactively as 

a part of Korean heritage in various fields – politics, culture, and ethnicity – regardless of 

whether this projection was actually accepted by the vast majority of people. Among the 

consistent reflections of Koguryŏ memories in these aspects, the cultural heritage that both 

Halbwachs and Assman credit for the formation of collective memory, apparently survives in 

Korean society. In other words, because of its long history of acknowledgment, Koguryŏ-

originated customs such as ondol, yut, and pulgogi (Korean-style barbequed meat) still remain in 

contemporary Korea.460 In contrast to the case of Korea, Chinese scholarship mainly focuses on 

political aspects to support its argument on the historical identity of Koguryŏ. Their claim of 

Koguryŏ as a local Chinese regime proves that Chinese scholars mainly adhere to political bases 

for their arguments in the debate about Koguryŏ’s historical identity. This is why Koguryŏ has 

been approached more convincingly in Korea than in China although China possesses a big 

advantage in researching Koguryŏ due to its geographical placement. The main reason why 

Koguryŏ is much better preserved in the collective memories of Koreans than the Chinese is that 

China has been not successful in emphasizing cultural memory when dealing with Koguryŏ – 

there is no long history of constructing cultural memory of Koguryŏ in China. Although most 

remaining Koguryŏ sites are currently located inside Chinese territory, it is most certain that 
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459 Assman, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,” 125-133. 
 
460 It is Ch’oe Nam-sŏn who first traced the origin of pulgogi to Koguryŏ. By citing a note from the Soushenji (ʰ˨
ñ��in 1906��he stated that Chinese people served this foreign food from Koguryŏ at important banquets. Ch’oe also 
pointed out in his Chosŏn yŏksa, published in 1946, that ondol originated from Koguryŏ.  
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cultural memories of Koguryŏ thrive better among Koreans than among the Chinese people.   

It is obvious that collective memory reflected in cultural identity is closely related to the 

formation of nationalism. There is no individual memory without special experience, and there is 

no collective memory without individuals participating in communal life. Both Anderson’s 

“imagined community” and Hobsbawm’s “invented tradition” 461  explain the function of 

collective memory among members of the nations doing the constructing. Therefore, Chinese 

claims over Koguryŏ’s historical identity can be analyzed as an outcome of their concerns about 

possible unrest based on developing ethno-nationalism in their northeast territory adjacent to the 

Korean peninsula. Specifically, the collapse of the old Soviet Union and establishment of new 

nations out of its former “Republics” have made China ponder the situation in their territory, and 

the surging Koguryŏ interest in both North and South Korea must have been threatening to the 

Chinese government. The Chinese government certainly worries about the possibility of wide 

spread of “irredentist nationalism”462 in Korea as symbolized by Koguryŏ among the Korean-

Chinese community in that region. As William Callahan perceptively points out, ethnic 

nationalism is seen as a threat by the Chinese government whereas patriotic nationalism is 

certainly encouraged by the state in order to uphold the “multinational nation-state.”463 Ironically, 

however, it is the Chinese response to preventing a possible Korean identity from emerging 
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461 Eric J. Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, U.K. and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992).     
  
462 Michael Hechter classified nationalism as four different types - state-building nationalism, peripheral nationalism, 
irredentist nationalism, and unification nationalism. According to his typology, irredentist nationalism appears with 
the attempt to extend the existing boundaries of a state by incorporating territories of an adjacent state that is 
occupied principally by co-nationals. See Michael Hechter, Containing Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 15-17. Rather than the current situation, Hechter’s typology fits better with the explanation of the rise 
of Koguryŏ discourses during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as found in Sin Ch’ae-ho’s argument.  
 
463 William A. Callahan, China: The Pessoptimist Nation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 127. Although 
Callahan takes Uyghurs and Tibetans as examples of his explanation of ethnic nationalisms that concern the Chinese 
government most, it is certain that they see Koguryŏ’s potential to ignite another ethnic nationalism in northeast 
China where much of the Korean-Chinese population resides.   
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among people in its northeast region that has helped Koguryŏ memories surge in Korea. Because 

Koreans have felt that the Chinese claim is not only denying their ties to Koguryŏ but also will 

eventually damage their Korean identity, it is therefore, very hard for them to agree with China 

regarding the controversy over the historical identity of Koguryŏ.  

 

Nationalism does thrive on crisis. The new illumination on Koguryŏ in the public eye 

since the late nineteenth century through the colonial period and beyond, as well as Sin Ch’ae-

ho’s strong lament for the lack of nationalism in Korea, indeed prove that. Arguably, the Chinese 

claim over Koguryŏ also reflects the relationship between nationalism and crisis, and 

interestingly, their approach is again accepted as a crisis by Koreans. Although both Korea and 

China actively emphasize Koguryŏ’s identity in their history, the goals they pursue are opposite. 

What China aims to do in this dispute is to prevent any potential instability from arising due to 

the notion of nationalism in certain areas and to maintain a unified order in their society, but 

Korea tries to adapt Koguryŏ memories as a productive energy and model for ascending 

nationhood. In other words, in contrast to China’s preference to dilute Koguryŏ characteristics by 

absorbing it into the Greater (Han) China discourse, Korea has to preserve this old kingdom as a 

psychological and historical model in terms of motivation for the future. It will be interesting, 

therefore, to see how this controversy about Koguryŏ’s historical identity will develop if two 

Koreas are united, or how collective memory of this ancient kingdom will operate in the complex 

and changing relationship between North and South Korea. No one knows if it will bring a 

productive result or cause so more tension among nations that we will be forced to recall George 

Eliot’s (1819-1880) remark that the happiest nations have no history.464  

��������������������������������������������������������
464  Her original statement appearing in The Mill on the Floss is “The happiest women, like the happiest nations, 
have no history.” It seems though that Eliot rephrased Montesquieu’s (1689-1755) “Happy the people whose annals 
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As Prasenjit Duara has argued, history and the modern nation are virtually inseparable,465 

and there is no doubt that collective memory commonly shared by members of community did 

help form modern nationalism. These communities, however, are not all imagined or newly 

invented.  As seen in the case of Koguryŏ memories among Koreans, there are some examples of 

collective memories with a long history. These memories, including that of Koguryŏ, can be 

understood as examples of myths, memories, and symbols, as stressed by Anthony Smith, and 

have been constantly renewed and continually re-told in order to ensure survival.466  

Indeed, Koguryŏ memories arguably have survived more than a thousand years, since at 

least the early tenth century, and traces of those memories are widely found in various aspects 

such as discussions about political, cultural, and ethnic heritage. In other words, no matter which 

period and sphere of Korean history is examined, Koguryŏ memories are apparent although there 

may be some changes in how they are represented/reconstructed, depending on the particular 

needs of each situation. For instance, its appearance from the late nineteenth century through the 

colonial period is inseparable from the notion of nationalism, and an on-going debate with China 

regarding its historical identity also offers solid proof of the unquestionable status of Koguryŏ 

memories. Because Koguryŏ’s identity as a part of Koran history has been consolidated through 

the preservation of its collective memories, Korea is able to dispute the Chinese claim, which 

focuses on political causes of this issue. History is the consequence of a collective memory, and 

collective memory is formed by written history, as suggested by most theories on collective 

memory. Contrasting Pierre Nora’s claim that that we spend so much time thinking about the 

�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
are blank in history-books!” in her novel.  
 
465  Prasenjit Duara, Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of Modern China (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1995).  
 
466 Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (New York: Blackwell, 1991).  
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past because there is so little of it left,467 Koguryŏ memories throughout Korean history have 

never been at the risk of demise and memories of this ancient kingdom will survive as a 

collective memory in the minds of the Korean people. Certainly, the past never dead, it’s not 

even past.     
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467 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” trans. Marc Roudebush, Representation 26 
(Spring 1989): 7-25.   
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