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Background:
Koryo-period documents

1. Kim Pusik’s (1075–1151) History of the 
Three Kingdoms(Samguk sagi, compiled 
1136–1146)

2. Kakhun’sLives of Eminent Korean Monks
�OHaedong kosung chon, ca. 1215)

3. Iry� n’s (1206–1289) Memorabilia of the 
Three Kingdoms(Samguk yusa, ca. 1285)



Silla around 500 CE



Gold Crown
Ch’onma-ch’ong

5th–6th century



Paint on birch bark
Kyongju, Ch’onma-ch’ong, 5th–6th century



Silla’s expansion
between 522 and 562



Silla around 750 CE



Silla’s Bone Rank System

holy bone:  pure-blood royal family

true bone:  lesser royal family and capital-based 
aristocrats

head-rank six:  regional elites
head-rank five:  regional elites
head-rank four:  local elites

head-rank three:  local elites
head-rank two:  commoners

head-rank one:  commoners



Mounted Riders, Stoneware
Ky� ngju, Kumnyong-ch’ong, 6th century



Mounted Rider
Kimhae, Toksal-li

Kaya, 5th–6th cen.



Silla envoy, Tomb of Princess Yongtai, Chang’an, China, ca. 700



Royal Dress of Silla



Queen Sondok (r. 632–647)

One of the first female rulers in East Asia
Merciful and wise “holy-bone” ruler
Rebellion against her quelled by Kim Yusin
Fostered close ties with Tang China
Promoted Buddhism
Later “Confucian” historians interpret her 
rule negatively



Famous Tale of
Sondok’s Wisdom

Received painting of 
peonies and seeds from 
Tang emperor.
Interpreted it as the 
emperor teasing her for 
her having no husband.
Prophesied that the 
flowers would have no 
scent since bees and 
butterflies are not shown 
in the painting.



Ch’omsong-dae
Observatory



Nine-story Pagoda at Hwangnyong Temple



Queen Chindok (r. 647–654)

Last holy-bone ruler of Silla
Aristocratic revolt against her rule quelled 
by Kim Yusin
Dispatched Kim Ch’unch’u (604–661) to 
form an alliance with Tang China
Wrote a Chinese poem titled “The Song of a 
Peaceful Reign” (T’aep’yong song) 



Chindok’s Participation
in Silk Road Culture

(1) Adopted Chinese court dress
(2) Accepted the Chinese calendar
(3) Had herself invested as ruler of Silla by the 

Chinese emperor 
(4) Acted in accordance to her given name, Srimala, 

the name of an ideal Indian queen in Buddhist 
scripture, by promoting the Buddhist teachings in 
Silla and showing piety to Buddha

(5) Encouraged Chinese educational exchanges and 
the teaching of Chinese history and writing 



Kim Yusin (595–673)

born of Kaya aristocrats
became hwarangat age 
15; leader of Dragon-
Flower Aspirants
Silla hero of the 
unification wars
focus of numerous tales 
and traditional 
narratives
raised to rank of “great 
khan of the capital”



Hwarang(Flower Youth)

founded by King Chinhung (r. 540–576) 
village youth organization
charisma and cultural resources
mounted military force
religious functions/pilgrimage
singing/poetry, dancing, drinking
“five secular precepts”



Silla’s Warrior Code of Ethics

1. Serve your lord with loyalty.
2. Serve your parents with filial piety.
2. Treat your comrades with good faith.
4. Do not retreat in the face of battle.
5. Be selective when taking life.
(popularly associated with the hwarang)



Wonhyo (617–686)

Buddhist monk

Prolific writer
Famous scholar

Head-rank six elite
Fathered Sol Ch’ong
on a Silla princess

Spread Buddhism 
among the populace



“When thoughts arise, all things come into existence;

When thoughts cease, all things cease to exist.”



Wonhyo’s Contribution to
Buddhist Culture 

Korean Commentary (Haedong so)
� One of the three famous commentaries on the 

Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana

Treatise on Ten Approaches to the Reconciliation 
of Doctrinal Controversy (Simmun hwajaeng non)
� Promotes “Comprehensive Buddhism”
� Translated into Sanskrit and taken to India

“Song of No Hindrance” (Muae ka)
Arouse the Mind and Practice!



Sol Ch’ong (ca. 660–730)

Son of Princess Yosok
and Wonhyo
One of the Ten 
Worthies of Silla

One of Four Silla
scholars enshrined in 
the Confucian Hall of 
Worthies in Seoul



Sol Ch’ong:
Father of Korean Confucianism

Head-rank six elite

Trained in Confucian learning
� The Parable of Peony King, Cinnamon Rose, and 

Anemone Flower

Codified and popularized idu (clerical reading)
� Method of using Chinese characters to write Korean 

language: some used for sound, others for meaning
� Translated the Book of Documentsinto Korean

One of three greatest literary figures of Silla



Yangji (7th century)

Artist remembered for his skill in sculpture, 
painting and calligraphy 
Adopted and adapted Central Asian artistic 
styles in his sculpture
� Inscribed the eight types of divine generals 

beneath the pagoda at Sach’onwang Temple
� Three 16-foot images of Buddha, the roof-tiles 

and pagodas at Yongmyo Temple 
� Three images of Buddha at Pomnim Temple  





Ko Sonji (d. 755)

Gao Xianzhi in Chinese
His family emigrated to Tang after the destruction 
of Koguryo.  His father was an officer in the Tang 
army controlling the borders.
Talented horseback rider and archer; raised to the 
rank of general at age 20
Vice-commander of the Anxi region around 740
Entrusted with the difficult task of subduing the 
Tibetans and restoring Chinese influence



Tang
China



Ko Sonji: Leader of Three Military 
Expeditions into Central Asia

Led a successful military expedition against a Tibetan-
Arab coalition over the passes of the Pamirs in the Indus 
Valley in 747
His conquest of Kashmir was the biggest triumph achieved 
by the Tang in its territorial expansion to Central Asia 
Victories in Gilgit and the Ferghana region helped secure 
Tang control over the Silk Roads 
Ko’s forces were defeated by a Muslim army in the battle 
of Talas near the city of Taraz in Kazakhstan in 751
The defeat at the Talas River precipitated the An Lushan-
Shi Siming rebellion (755–763) and Ko’s death



Kim Taesong (fl. 751–774)

True bone aristocrat, son of Prime Minister 
Kim Munyang (ca. 700)
� Education in Chinese learning
� Faithful Buddhist

Prime minister during reign of King 
Kyongdok (742–765)
� Time of the greatest Sinification of Silla culture

Architect of Pulguk-sa and Sokkuram



Pulguk Temple



Sokkuram:  Stone Buddhist Grotto

Merging of barrel 
design of caitya-halls 
of India with the cave 
temple design of 
Central Asia and 
China as seen along 
the Silk Road



Sokkuram



Hyech’o (ca. 704–787)

Traveled to Tang China to study Tantric
Buddhism under Vajrabodhi (705–774)
� Wrote prefaces for translated sutras

� Performed rain-making ritual in China

Authored aMemoir of the Pilgrimage to the 
Five Regions of India
� Abridged copy of his diary was discovered at 

Dunhuang by Paul Pelliot (1878–1945) in 1908 



Chang Pogo (ca. 790–846)

Merchant prince of 
commoner origin
Captain in Tang navy
Controlled trade in the 
Yellow Sea region from 
Wan Island
Power broker in Korean 
community on Shandong 
peninsula
Attempted to manipulate 
the declining Silla throne
Assassinated 





Chang Pogo’s Achievements

(1) His military might reduced pirate raiding 
in region

(2) Promoted the free transmission of goods 
and ideas:  Japanese Buddhist monks use 
Korean ships and contacts when traveling 
to China to study

(3) Stopped the slave trade and protected 
Korean villagers on coastal areas



Ch’oe Ch’iwon (857–d. ca. 915)



“Lone Cloud” Ch’oe Ch’iwon:
Literati par excellence

Head-rank six elite:  use Confucianism for success
� Sent to Tang China at 12 years of age in 869
� Passed the Tang civil service exam in 874

Served in the Tang bureaucracy until 885
� Romantic Ghost Tale of the Tomb of Two Women

Returned to Silla in 889 in hopes of serving in 
bureaucracy

� Not a true-bone aristocrat; hence, no high position
� Disenchanted with government
� Retired from service; hung out in Buddhist monasteries



Wang Kon (877–943)

Later Three Kingdoms (892–935)
The Bad: Later Paekche’s Ky� nhw� n
The Ugly:  Later Koguryo’s Kungye
The Good:  Koryo’s Wang Kon
� “invited” to lead Koryo in 918
� posthumous title:  T’aejo (r. 918–943)
� honored the symbolic power of Silla’s Three Treasures:  

(1) the sixteen-foot image of Buddha and (2) wooden 
pagoda of Hwangnyong Temple, and (3) the heavenly 
jade belt of the king



Wang Kon and
the Founding of Koryo

Good timing; take over by treaty in 935
Manner of Rule
� marriage alliances
� trade
� deploy Silla bureaucratic know-how

Koryo capital => Kaesong
Language of Silla capital formed the basis 
of the Koryo official language



The End Kyongju’s Tumuli Park


