Facts about Korea
Land
The Korean peninsula extends southward from the northeastern section of the vast Asian continent to some 200 kilometers off Japan at its southeastern tip. The peninsula, which stretches 1,000 kilometers from north to south, is about the size of England and Scotland combined. It shares most of its northern border with China and touches the Soviet Union. Since 1948, the peninsula has been divided into two parts, the Republic of Korea in the south and the Communist North Korea.

Climate
Korea enjoys four distinct seasons and a variety of different weather types. Located in the East Asian monsoon belt, the peninsula has hot, humid summers and long, dry, cold winters. Spring and autumn are rather short, but very pleasant with crisp weather and many days of sunshine. Temperatures range from a low of -12degrees C (10 degrees F) in winter to a high or 37 degrees C (98 degrees F) in summer.

People
Koreans are one ethnic family speaking one language. Linguistic and anthropological studies as well as legendary sources clearly distinguish Koreans from Chinese and Japanese. Sharing distinct physical characteristics, they are believed to be descendants of several Mongol tribes which migrated into the Korean peninsula from Central Asia during prehistoric times.

Population
The Republic of Korea had a population of 41 million in 1985, registering a high density of 415 persons per square kilometer. The population of North Korea was estimated at 20 million in 1985.

Language
Koreans all speak and write the same language, which has been a crucial factor in their strong national identity. Modern Korean has several different dialects including the standard one used in the Seoul and central areas, but they are similar enough that speakers do not have trouble understanding each other. Linguistic and ethnological studies claim that the Korean language belongs to the Urai-Altaic language group of Central Asia, which also includes Turkish, Hungarian, Finnish, Mongolian, Tibetan, and Japanese. Both written and spoken Korean has been influenced by China’s immense political and cultural impact on Korea over the centuries.
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The Korean Flag represents the Orient’s mysticism and philosophy. The Korean symbol is known as Tae Keuk and the Korean flag is called Tae Keuk Ki. A circle on the center of the flag is divided equally and in perfect balance. It represents the absolute or the essential unity of all being.

The upper section of the circle is colored red and called yang. The lower section of the circle is colored blue and called yin. Yin and Yang represents a theory of opposites--the ancient symbol for the creation of the universe, day and night, light and dark, hot and cold.

The underlying theme of the Korean symbol indicates that there is constant movement within the sphere of infinity, but there is also balance and harmony at the same time. The opposites continually balance and complement each other.

The three bars at each corner of the flag represent opposition and balance. The white background represents the land and the people of the universe.
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Introductions to Korea
  As far back as history records, the Korean people have inhabited a peninsula extending due south of Manchuria, curving gently east then west and forming a shape that resembles a rabbit. The Korean people possess a culturally unique, homogeneous national identity, closely related to, yet independent of that of China and Japan. A small country with a distinctive history and culture, influenced in part by others, but having its unique stamp, Korea has maintained its national identity. Throughout history Koreans have been victims of foreign attacks but the spirit of the Korean race and nation has never ceased. 

     The legendary past of the nation stretches back nearly 5,000 years. According to historical records the Korean people’s sphere of activities once covered Shantung and Shansi provinces in China and almost the entire territory of Manchuria.

     By the time of the Three Kingdoms (57 B.C. – 668 A.D.) their domain extended from the Chekang Province in China to the Japanese Islands, the northern portion occupied by the Koguryo Kingdom and the southern part occupied by the Shilla and the Paekche kingdoms, in the east and in the west, respectively.

     The three-way struggle among the three kingdoms for supremacy over the entire Korean peninsula raged for nearly 700 years until 668 when the Shilla Kingdom conquered the Koguryo Kingdom, having conquered the Paekche Kingdom five years before. At that time the Korean peninsula was unified with approximately the same borders as those of the present day.

     The Shilla kings presided over a cultural renaissance as brilliant as it was brief. At this time, the Korean kings established a “younger brother” relationship with the emperors of China unlike any form of international linkage earlier known in the Orient. Korean culture came to incorporate the cultures not only of China and of various tribes of northern Asia, but also of many other tribes living west of the Chinese mainland. The archeological remnants left behind by this ancient kingdom include remarkable jewelry, pottery and Buddhist relics still to be seen around the ancient capital city, Kyongju.

     Buddhist influence entered Korean culture mostly through China. Thus the philosophy of Buddhism presented itself as an entirely new world of thought to the Korean people, mostly through Chinese characters. These borrowings were modified to suit local conditions, and eventually were passed on to Japan. By the end of the Shilla period, Buddhist culture had become indelibly stamped on Korea, so much so that it came to be identified almost wholly with Korean culture.

     The long years of peace and prosperity after the unification of the Korean peninsula by the Shilla Kingdom, however, led to the decadence of the nobility and to the rise of powerful clan chieftains who weakened the power of the Shilla kings.

     General Wang Kon was one of those military chieftains who helped to defeat the Shilla Kingdom and who succeeded in founding a new kingdom named Koryo, from which the present English appellation of “Korea” is derived. The last king of Shilla offered his kingdom to General Wang Kon, signifying the peaceful transfer of government.
   The Koryo Kingdom ruled the peninsula for 475 years, through a succession of 34 kings. Buddhism flourished as the state religion, and social and ethical principals of Confucian origin served as the moral standards. Innumerable temples were built throughout the country, and the arts found ready expression in Buddhist sculpture, painting, architecture and literature. The people of Koryo succeeded in developing a Buddhist world of their own, as evidenced by publication of the mammoth Tripitaka Koreana, historically significant as the first example of woodcut, blocktype printing.

     The publication of the Tripitaka Koreana was begun in 1011 by royal command of the eighth Koryo king, Hyonjong, from more than 5,000 volumes of Buddhist scripture imported from China. It took more than 16 years to engrave all the woodblocks necessary to complete to project, which eventually comprised more than 6,000 volumes. Later, in 1232, movable, metal printing type was invented and used for the first time in the world in Koryo, over 200 years before Gutenburg first used movable lead-cast printing type in Germany in 1450.
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     The Koryo civilization flourished for many centuries during which the first civil service examination system was inaugurated, schools for education of the young were established, and taxation laws were instituted to stabilize national revenues.

     During this era bronze coins were used, and the art of printing was highly developed. Koryo was renowned for its highly refined celadon ceramics, considered by many of the most graceful ever made by man and still treasured in museums around the world.

     Continual harassment of Koryo by northern invaders of central Asia, who had conquered China and who threatened both central Europe and Japan, was climaxed by the Mongol invasion of the kingdom in the 13th century when the Mongols crossed the Yalu River and marched on the capital city of Kaesong, the present day P’yongyang. Pressed hard, Koryo finally concluded a peace treaty under which the Koryo king accepted the overlordship of the Mongol Khan. The Mongols eventually withdrew after the failure of their invasion armada to subdue Japan, but their continuing influence at the Korean court resulted in political splits and eventually in a revolt in support of renewed nationalism. The Choson Kingdom was established in 1392.

     General Yi Song-gye, enthroned as the first king of the new kingdom in 1392, moved the capital city from Kaesong to the site of the present day Seoul. The early period of the kingdom brought major reforms in political and social structures. Buddhism, which had once wielded great power during the previous kingdom, gave way to Confucianism, which the new kingdom espoused as the state cult.

     Remarkable cultural strides were made during the first 70 years of the Choson Kingdom. The man most responsible for the brilliant age of culture was King Sejong, the most enlightened ruler of the kingdom. His encouragement and personal interest led to many scientific and technological inventions and cultural innovations.

     King Sejong first developed the Korean language and “han-gul,” the Korean alphabet of 28 letters, which was later reduced to the present 24 letters. It was simple in form and of such phonetic adaptability and clarity that anyone could learn to read and write it in a very short time. He also made contributions to the study of astronomy by constructing sundials and astronomical observatories. With the aid of scholars many literary works were published in the native language he had fostered.

    In the 16th century, the Choson Kingdom suffered its first foreign invasion by Japan. Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the new shogun of Japan at that time, requested the Choson government to grant his troops free passage up
The Korean peninsula to facilitate their planned invasion of Manchuria and China. The Japanese answered the Korean refusal with an invasion in 1592. The Japanese took less than three weeks to capture Seoul after disembarking at Pusan.

     With Korea’s very existence thus at stake, there emerged a great national hero, Admiral Yi Sun-shin, who invented the “turtle warship” (Kobukson), the first ironclad warship in the world’s history. With a fleet of these turtle warships he attacked the huge flotilla of Japanese vessels and defeated the enemy in battle after battle. The Japanese were finally driven back to their own shores.

     During the next 300 years the Choson Kingdom shut itself off completely from the rest of the world, largely because the invasion by the Japanese and the subsequent aggression by the Manchus showed how troublesome it was to live in open contact with warlike neighbors. This was a period of the “Korean dark ages,” a period during which Korea came to be known as the Hermit Kingdom.

     Despite remarkable achievements such as the invention of movable printing type, an efficient phonetic Korean alphabet to replace the Chinese ideographs, and the success of the ironclad warships, by the late 19th century Korea found herself in no position to resist, or even properly comprehend, the encroachments of Western technology, trade, and imperialism.

     The Choson Kingdom basked in complacent isolationism until 1866 when Western influence was physically felt. First there occurred the state persecution of Catholics, including the execution of nine French Jesuits.
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The French government dispatched a punitive fleet to Korea which was driven back by Korean soldiers. Then in 1871, an American flotilla under Admiral Rodgers was to repeat Commodore Perry’s exploits in Japan. But it was Japan, the latecomer on the scene, which succeeded in opening Korea in 1876. This was soon followed in 1882 by a treaty with the United States and other major powers contending in the area. Korea thus became the scene of bitter rivalry for domination among Russians, Japanese and Chinese because of the strategic importance of the peninsula’s location, as well as its potential for exploitation. Japan emerged victorious over the others by defeating China in 1890 and then Russia in 1904.

     Japan annexed Korea on August 29, 1910, in the 4243rd year after the legendary founding of Korea by Tan-gun, thus putting an end to the 500-year-old Choson Kingdom. Then began a 36-year “dark-age,” during which the Japanese made every effort to erase any trace of Korean national identity, even to the extent of forbidding use of the national language, burning all the books written in Korean, and attempting to substitute Japanese names for all personal Korean names. Koreans, however, were not entirely without hope for the restoration of their independence. In March 1919 Koreans raised a nationwide peaceful protest demonstration as a principle of international law. This provoked further brutal persecution by the Japanese, but attracted virtually no notice abroad. However, the occasion served symbolically to focus the Koreans’ new sense of nationalism and independence. The independence movement was advanced from time to time by students or religious groups protesting Japanese rule, until it ended in 1945 with the defeat of Japan at the end of World War II.

     No sooner had the Korean people heard the bells of liberation ring in 1945 than they found their fatherland divided into two parts at the 38th parallel. The northern half of the peninsula fell into the hands of Russia, and Americans held the south. Provisions contained in the Cairo Declaration and later resolutions of the United Nations in September 1947 insured general elections in Korea under United Nations supervision. In accordance with the resolutions, the United Nations Commission for Korea was dispatched to Seoul in 1948 to supervise the elections under which a unified Korean government would be formed. However, North Korea, which had rejected the United Nations resolutions, obstructed the entry of the United Nations Commission into North Korea, and the general elections were held only in the area south of the 38th parallel to which the commission had access.

     On August 15, 1948, three years after Korea was liberated, the government of the Republic of Korea (ROK) was officially proclaimed. The United Nations approved the Republic of Korea as the legitimate government in the South.

     The Korean War, a most tragic period of fratricide for the Korean nation, broke out on June 25, 1950, less than two years after the establishment of the governments. To North Korea’s surprise 16 nations, acting under a United Nations resolution, assisted South Korea in the fight against aggression. However, Red China entered the fighting on the side of the North, and the war reached a stalemate, ending with a negotiated truce signed in 1953, setting up a demilitarized zone (DMZ) close to the 38th parallel, consisting of a 249.5-kilometer long Military Demarcation Line cutting across the waist of the Korean peninsula.

     In the Republic of Korea, recovery from wartime devastation was slow until the 1960 expulsion of the aged and authoritarian president, Syngman Rhee. After a year of political confusion during which many unruly demonstrations occurred and two governments attempted to restore order, an army junta seized power in a peaceful coup, instituted rigorous, long overdue reforms, and eventually restored democratic civilian government in 1963.

     During the past decade, progress in all fields has been rapid. Though still menaced by a belligerent North Korean neighbor, South Koreans now face the world with fresh confidence, pride, and optimism, based on the factors that have kept them one nation and one people for so long: a common language and culture, a clear sense of national identity, and a stubborn determination to shape their own destiny.

