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Never before translated into English, this official history of the reign of King T'aejo--founder of
Korea's illustrious Chosŏn dynasty (1392-1910 CE)--is a unique resource for reconstructing life
in late-fourteenth-century Korea. It includes a wealth of detail not just about politics and war but
also religion, astronomy, and the arts.
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Late Koryŏ and Early Chosŏn Korea

Note on TranslationThe English translation of the entire Annals of King T’aejo (T’aejo Sillok) has
never been attempted until now. My decision to travel down this untrodden path was fueled by
my desire to make this vital source of premodern Korean history accessible to general readers
throughout the world.The source text, written in Classical Chinese, was translated into Korean
han’gŭl over several decades by a team of scholars in both South Korea and North Korea; for my
English translation, I consulted these two han’gŭl translations in addition to the source text,
which is known as the T’aebaek Mountain Repository Edition. The North Korean version is easy
to read, yet hard to understand, since some words and names are not accompanied by
Classical Chinese in the source text. The translation in the South Korean version, by contrast, is
often too literal and reads more like a preliminary translation. Notwithstanding, the South Korean
version of the Sillok text was digitized and, since 1999, made available online by the National
Institute of Korean History, together with the original source text in Classical Chinese (both of
which helped me immensely in my translation endeavors).Nevertheless, the problem of an
inadequate han’gŭl translation still remained, which is why the Institute for the Translation of
Korean Classics decided to launch a massive project to retranslate the entire Sillok into han’gŭl.
Unfortunately, I was unable to reap any benefits from the project, as my English translation



began during its very early stages. What I sought to gain from the new translation, however, was
the information in the footnotes about the numerous historical figures and official titles that the
existing han’gŭl translations failed to provide.In my translation, I chose to use the McCune-
Reischauer system to romanize Korean words, which I feel is more accurate and convenient,
especially once readers become accustomed to it. Due to the many details in the Annals, I at
first decided to provide titles for each entry to help readers, but these often appeared redundant,
so I removed them all at the last moment. One of the most difficult challenges I encountered in
my endeavor was the translation of official titles and agency names. I consulted a number of
previous works to solve the problem, and I feel deeply indebted to many distinguished scholars,
including Charles O Hucker, James Palais, Edward W. Wagner, Donald Baker, Edward J. (Ned)
Shultz, and John B. Duncun. However, the administrative terminology or governmental
nomenclature during late Koryŏ and early Chosŏn were so diverse and complicated that I was
compelled to produce the translation on my own or revise the ones created by others, constantly
consulting the Monograph on Official Posts (Paekkwan chi) and the National Code (Kyŏngguk
taejŏn). As for the footnotes, I mainly consulted the History of Koryŏ (Koryŏsa) and the
Encyclopedia of Korean Culture (Han’guk minjok munhwa tae paekkwa sajŏn) for historical
personages, and the Augmented Survey of the Geography of Korea (Tongguk yŏji sŭngnam) for
place names, and I feel my annotation based on these sources are not as sufficient as I want
them to be. I find the biographical annotation on the Jurchen and Japanese persons, not to
mention their names, is even less satisfactory because I was unable to find reliable scholarly
information on them due to the constraint of time in which I had to work. The map of late Koryŏ
and early Chosŏn that I provided may appear somewhat controversial because the northern
borders during this period were not firmly settled as those shown in the map. However, I decided
to take a risk in order to help clarify for readers their understanding of the geography and
locations, which are essential to the understanding of the text.Finally, the Annals of King T’aejo
is only the beginning of The Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty, which consists of a total of 1,893
volumes. Throughout my translation process, Walt Whitman reminded me, ever so poetically, of
the fact that “I myself but write one or two indicative words for the future.” So it is up to others in
the days ahead to continue this important work of translation.

AcknowledgmentsThe task of translating a text of the magnitude of The Annals of King T’aejo
could not be carried out without the assistance of others. From the start of my adventurous
endeavors, I have been indebted to many people, including Dr. Dae Soon Lee, former president
of Honam University, who has consistently encouraged and helped me in my efforts to globalize
premodern Korean classics through English translation. Professor Kim Byungguk of Korea
University, former president of the Korea Foundation, was instrumental to my project, not only
inspiring me to take on this challenging task, but also providing me financial support from the
Korea Foundation, which he led at the time. Further, he encouraged me to publish my work
through Harvard University Press, introducing me to Kathleen McDermott, executive editor for



history. I am also grateful to Professor Donald Baker of the University of British Columbia and his
assistant Song Jiyeon for their advice and assistance in my work, especially the translation of
various official titles. Then I owe my deepest gratitude to Professor Timothy Atkinson of Seoul
University of Foreign Studies, who proofread my entire work in a very limited time. In romanizing
Japanese names and titles, I was assisted by my colleagues at Honam University, Professor
Chŏng Hajun and Kim T’aegi, as well as Professor Kim Kyŏngho of Mejiro University in Japan
and Professor Yi Chŏngnim, a Chinese studies scholar whom I often consulted regarding
classical Chinese texts. In addition, I owe my gratitude to the authorities of the National Institute
of Korean History, including President Yi Tae Jin and Ms. Pak Hannam, for inviting me to their
institute and sharing their interest in the translation of The Annals of the Chosŏn Dynasty,
introducing scholars, and providing me with necessary information and books. I also want to
extend my gratitude to the scholars of the Institute for the Translation of Korean Classics,
including Dr. Sŏ Chŏngmun and Dr. Kim Nakch’ŏl, who kindly answered my queries regarding
the names of places and people in the text. The Royal Portrait Museum gave permission to use
the royal portrait of King T’aejo for the book jacket, for which I am grateful.In the last phase of my
endeavors, I was lucky to meet Professor Emeritus Gari Ledyard of Columbia University. We
reviewed together the glossary and place names in my manuscript at Kent Hall and enjoyed and
exchanged views on various aspects of Korean studies. I especially appreciate how he made
more than a dozen trips from Hartsdale to see me at Columbia, and his encouragement greatly
boosted my morale at a critical juncture of this project. I am also grateful to Professor Ned Shultz
of the University of Hawaii for providing me with valuable advice in relation to the introduction
and arrangement of entries in my book. Let me also acknowledge my profound gratitude to
Kathleen McDermott of Harvard University Press for her keen interest in premodern Korean
history; and to Katie Ostler, who guided the book through copyediting and typesetting. I am also
grateful to Honam University for granting me a half-year sabbatical leave to finalize my work. I
am also keenly mindful of the librarians at Honam, including No Sanghwi and Paek Sinsuk, and
my students Kim Chunui and Cho Pŏmsin, who were indispensable in my search for books and
materials and in solving computer problems over the years. Next, I wish to acknowledge my old
friends, including the Kunik Lees in New Jersey and the Chunsiks in Philadelphia. My sister
Byongnim in Connecticut, my younger daughter, Sunny, in New York, and my older daughter,
Yoon Sung, in Los Angeles all generously accommodated me and my wife for nearly three
months as I wrapped up my work. Yoon Sung, in particular, proofread some portions of my work.
I also thank my beloved wife, Inyoung, who has supported me along the way.Finally, I would like
to express my heartfelt gratitude to the authorities of the Korea Foundation for their generous
support of this unique project, and I am hopeful that their vision and efforts will continue to
inspire and generate public interest and lead to the translation of the entire corpus of Sillok texts.

Translator’s IntroductionThe Veritable Records of the Chosŏn Dynasty (Chosŏn wangjo sillok   
   ) is a historical record that routinely documents the significant events and developments that



occurred during the first 472 years of the Chosŏn period in Korea. The record begins with the
reign of the first monarch, T’aejo, from 1392 and continues through the reign of the twenty-fifth
monarch, Ch’ŏlchong, which ended in 1863. There exists additional annals of the last two kings
of Chosŏn, Kojong and Sunjong, but compiled during the Japanese colonial rule, they are
generally not recognized as official canon of the dynastic annals of Chosŏn. The entries are
chronologically ordered by year, lunar month, and day. The Classical Chinese text encompasses
some sixty-four million characters, covering such diverse areas as politics, diplomacy, military
actions, government systems, the economy, laws, communication, religion, astronomy, arts,
crafts, and customs. Such a wealth of detail is a valuable primary resource for understanding the
lives of people in Chosŏn, from the kings on down to the commoners.The Chosŏn annals are
Korea’s longest single dynastic record, and the content is not only voluminous but reliable. As
this is the official history, great pains were taken to maintain the integrity of the data. In the
Confucian tradition, compiling the annals of the former kings was an important means for
conveying the intentions and accomplishments of the ancestors as object lessons for
succeeding generations. A very strict compilation process was carried out to ensure the
impartiality and objectivity of the annals, which are literally called “veritable records” (sillok).
Therefore, the annals covering any given king’s reign were compiled postmortem, and multiple
copies were then safeguarded in special repositories called historical archives (sago).Once a
king died and a new one had ascended to the throne, an ad hoc Annals Compilation Bureau
(Sillokch’ŏng) was established and the work began on compiling the official annals of the
previous reign. The primary materials for the annals came from two main sources: the
historiographers’ daily records or drafts (sach’o) and the records of administration (sijŏnggi). The
historiographers or chroniclers (sagwan), with legal injunctions guaranteeing independence,
were officials appointed specifically to remain in the king’s presence and record faithfully, on a
daily basis, the details of his audiences with others, the contents of memorials delivered to him,
and his assessments of other persons. The administrative records were a summary of the
documents (such as memorials to the throne, royal answers to them, royal decrees and
pronouncements, administrative reports, and the appointments and dismissals of officials)
produced by the various government offices.The historiographers were allowed to witness every
royal audience as well as every private meeting between the king and top officials. The
discussions at court were in Korean, but they wrote their summaries of them in literary Chinese.
They recorded every word that was uttered and were strictly forbidden to divulge any of the
contents of their daily drafts. Even the king was not allowed to view their records with
impunity.Another important source for the Veritable Records was the Records of the Royal
Secretariat (Sŭngjŏngwŏn ilgi). Since the Royal Secretariat was the agency responsible for
taking royal orders and managing the king’s daily schedule, two recorders of the Royal
Secretariat also attended all the public activities of the king and recorded them. Unlike the
records prepared by the historiographers, their records offered a closer view of the workings of
the royal court, and besides, they were open to viewing by the king and other officials.Once



these history drafts were submitted to the Bureau of State Records, not a word in them was
supposed to be revised under any circumstances. According to a law established in 1449, the
thirty-first year of King Sejong’s reign, any historiographer who sneaked into the Bureau of State
Records and altered or removed words, even if they belonged to his own draft history, was
supposed to be put to death. One who divulged the content of his drafts was also to be punished
by death. Furthermore, one who knowingly failed to report to the authorities about a crime of a
colleague related to this prohibition was also subject to a punishment lighter than capital
punishment by one degree (i.e., long-term banishment). Anyone who was punished for revising
his draft history was excluded from grand amnesties and could never be employed again in
public service. This law was actually enforced in 1469 during the reign of Yejong. When King
Sejo passed away and the Annals Compilation Bureau was established, a historiographer
named Min Su secretly removed a couple of words in his draft history at the Bureau of State
Records because he became worried about his criticism of Yang Sŏngji, who became the chief
supervisor of the Annals Compilation Bureau. What he did was soon discovered, and in the
process of investigation, a few more officials were also found to be involved in the case.
Consequently, they were either put to death or made slaves after being flogged severely. Such
strict laws and regulations lent great credibility to the records of historians.As the drafts of the
history acquired the status of a forbidden book, both the king and high officials became anxious
to know what was in them. Especially after discovering that historiographer Yi Haeng had written
down in his draft that the current monarch had unjustly killed King U and his son Ch’ang, T’aejo
was outraged because he knew it was politically biased and thereafter became even keener on
examining the history drafts. Despite the protests of his ministers, citing the precedent set by
Emperor Taizong of Tang China, T’aejo ordered that the drafts of the history since the time of his
enthronement be brought to him, and he read them. Even the sage king Sejong was strongly
tempted, but eventually restrained himself from reading the annals of his father, King T’aejong.
That King T’aejo read the drafts of the history, however, could be possible only because the new
dynasty was still young and in the making, and he believed that the truth of the draft directly
concerned the legitimacy of his rule, which was an extremely sensitive matter to him. Thereafter,
no Chosŏn ruler, except the tyrannical Yŏnsan’gun (who was eventually deposed), attempted to
read the draft history. However, he read only the controversial parts of it and as a result ordered
the First Literati Purge of 1498.The temptation of breaking taboo of reading or revising historical
drafts or records mentioned here is much less egregious compared to that committed by
Emperor Yongle of Ming China. Usurping the throne from his nephew, he ordered twice the
revision of the Taizu Shilu (Veritable Records of Emperor Taizu), particularly the records that
concerned his nephew Zianwen Emperor, to justify his claims to legitimate succession.
Interestingly enough, in the case of Chosŏn Korea, the attempts to revise the historical records
were mostly initiated not by the kings but their subjects, who were engaged in factional fights.
The Westerners (Sŏin) revised the Annals of King Sŏnjo after they seized power, because they
believed the Northerners (Pugin) had deliberately and unfairly portrayed their faction and its



leaders. They also revised the Annals of King Hyŏnjong, this time quite extensively, contending
that the Southerners responsible for the compilation were too hasty and biased in carrying out
that task. Sukchong’s reign (1674–1720) was dominated by rampant factionalism and, as a
result, the completion of the Annals of King Sukchong took as many as seven years, though it
was normally supposed to be finished two or three years after the death of the king, and during
that period, the Old Doctrine faction (Noron) that led the compilation lost power before the
annals went into print. Its rival, the Young Doctrine faction (Soron), once it was in power, wanted
to alter what the Noron historiographers had written, and as the compilers found the task
virtually impossible, they decided to attach additions and corrections (pogwŏl chŏngo) at the
end of each kwŏn, or fascicle. The compilation of the Annals of King Kyŏngjong was carried out
by the members of the Young Doctrine faction that seized power through the Literati Purge of
1721 (Sinim sahwa). When King Kyŏngjong, who supported this faction, died early and was
succeeded by King Yŏngjo, the Old Doctrine faction that came into power with him revised the
records, especially the historical accounts critical to the royal succession of King Yŏngjo.
Despite these conflicts over the historical accounts, however, the original annals were still
preserved together with their revised editions, deferring their judgment to posterity, and this
overriding concern for the principle of impartiality is remarkable in attesting to the integrity and
reliability of the Veritable Records. Furthermore, the instances of revision are very limited,
considering the long history of the compilation of these annals.The king may have sometimes
threatened the historiographers, but they recognized their key role as protectors of the truth and
would normally perform their duties without any compromise. The full-time historiographers
numbered eight officials, who belonged to the Office of Royal Decrees, and were thus referred to
as the “Eight Diarists.” Their rank in the government hierarchy was not that high, but their
qualifications were impeccable. Besides, being young, they were fearless and uncompromising.
It was a great honor for officials to become historiographers, because these were the scholars
who successfully passed through an extremely difficult selection process. They were not only
required to have a mastery of the Chinese classics and history but also to command exceptional
writing skills. Furthermore, their family and educational backgrounds were scrutinized to prevent
their engaging in any factional strife and to ensure that they were free of bias. Obviously, finding
men free of factional bias was not always successful; however, this rigorous selection process
testifies to the emphasis placed upon the role of historiographers and the integrity of the annals
they produced.The vigilance of the devoted historiographers naturally affected how the king and
his ministers conducted themselves, and thus functioned as an institutional constraint that
limited the abuse of power. It was generally believed that Heaven and history were what kings
feared above anything else. They feared Heaven because they attained the throne thanks to the
Mandate of Heaven. However, it turned out that the kings feared history far more than Heaven,
because it was history, not abstract Heaven, that actually judged their lives posthumously. Even
tyrant Yŏnsan’gun said, “The only thing I am afraid of is historical records.” Officials who held
power were no less afraid of historical records; they actually feared them much more than



impeachment or exile, because a reprehensible deed recorded in the annals could be handed
down to posterity forever, bringing irreparable harm to future generations of the perpetrator’s
family.The annals passed through three editing stages prior to completion. The first was to
collect and organize the drafts of daily accounts called sach’o, made by historiographers.
Though most of the history drafts were deposited in the Bureau of State Records
(Ch’unch’ugwan) as soon as they were completed, there were also drafts, called kajang sach’o,
that historiographers privately kept at home. Draft histories such as these naturally concerned
extremely sensitive matters, either politically or personally, and the reason the historiographers
were allowed to keep them at their homes was to protect the confidentiality of the records from
any outside threats or interventions. Records show that historiographers were often fearful and
reluctant to submit them, but they (or their descendants, when historiographers passed away)
had no choice but to comply with the law unless they were prepared to risk severe punishment.
In addition to these privately kept sach’o, the administrative records, or sijŏnggi, prepared by the
officials of various departments had to be secured and organized. From the standpoint of the
compilers, these administrative records greatly expanded the general perspective of the
historical accounts and reinforced or rectified the observations and opinions presented in the
primary history drafts, not to mention adding diversity to the source-material content. Those who
produced the records were the officials who concurrently served as historiographers in their
respective offices and departments, such as the State Council, Six Ministries, Royal Secretariat,
Office of Diplomatic Correspondence, Office of the Inspector-General, Office of the Censor-
General, Office of the Royal Family Records, Office of Special Counselors, Royal Lecture Office,
and Border Defense Council, and this indicates that virtually all the major government offices
during the Chosŏn dynasty were either directly or indirectly engaged in producing historical
records. The Bureau of State Records regularly collected these materials and printed them
every three years under the title Diaries of the Bureau of State Records (Ch’unch’ugwan ilgi),
and they were regarded as essential to making the veritable records of the individual kings. This
was evidenced by the problems with compiling the Annals of Prince Kwanghae, which took
eleven years to complete. Because the Bureau of State Records, which preserved all the history
drafts including administrative records related to Kwanghae’s reign, was destroyed by fire during
the rebellion of Yi Kwal in 1624, the Annals Compilation Bureau had to collect the administrative
records once again from various government offices or other sources in order to compile the
annals.Once the basic materials were all collected, the second stage was to sort them out after
review. This task was normally performed by mid-ranking officials who were all respected
scholars. During this process, the preliminary draft of the veritable records was made, and at the
final stage, which was supervised by one of the highest-ranking officials, the draft was closely
examined and reedited to maintain the consistency of its style and the format of the text.This
final version was called chŏngch’o, which means “authorized draft.” However, there was another
stage required to finalize the compilation of the annals, and that was to wash the writing off the
paper used in the first and second handwritten versions to prevent the unauthorized spread of



sensitive information. This was carried out on manuscripts at Segŏmjŏng, a pavilion immediately
north of the capital. The historiographers and officials who participated in the compilation of
annals were all invited to a ceremony in which they watched their manuscripts being washed
away in the flowing water, and afterwards, the government held a banquet for them to express
appreciation for their hard work and to celebrate the completion of the new annals project.Four
or five sets of the finalized annals were printed with moveable type starting in the mid-fifteenth
century. Each set was then stored in a different history repository. There were four of these
archives around the kingdom in early Chosŏn, but three were destroyed during the Imjin War
with Japan (which invaded the Korean Peninsula twice between 1592 and 1598). Only the
records at Chŏnju were spared. After the war, the contents at the Chŏnju repository were
reproduced, and a total of five sets were then stored at five different locations. The annals, which
consist of a total of 1,893 volumes, have been designated as the 151st national treasure of
Korea and are on UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register.The Annals of King T’aejoThe
Annals of King T’aejo, whose original title was the Annals of the Grand Progenitor, the Strong
and Dedicated Great King (T’aejo kanghŏn taewang sillok), was compiled in 1409, a year after
the death of T’aejo, and completed in 1413 during the reign of King T’aejong. Song P’o, copyist
(kisagwan) of the Bureau of State Records, and some other officials argued against the idea,
saying that an annals compilation project was premature because most of the officials who
served in the reign of T’aejo were still alive. Notwithstanding, King T’aejong made his decision
and ordered that all the history drafts—including ones kept privately by historiographers—up to
the second year of King Chŏngjong’s reign be submitted by the deadlines he set. Then he
commanded Ha Yun and others to start working on the project, and four years later the Annals of
King T’aejo was completed in three books that contain a total of fifteen fascicles.The Annals of
King T’aejo starts with ch’ongso, the general introduction of T’aejo’s genealogy and his career
up until the day he ascended the throne. The general introduction in the Annals of T’aejo is much
longer and more detailed than those found in the annals of subsequent rulers. It describes how
T’aejo descended from an illustrious ancestry that could be traced all the way back to the
ancient Silla Kingdom period. However, his four immediate paternal ancestors were minor
officials who served in the late Yuan and Koryŏ governments. Yi Ansa (later Mokcho), T’aejo’s
great-great-grandfather, established himself as a local official in the Yuan dynasty, and both his
son and grandson Haengni (later Ikcho) and Ch’un (later Tojo) inherited his office. His great-
grandson Chach’un (later Hwanjo) also served as chiliarch in Ssangsŏng Commandery (modern
Yŏnghŭng, North Korea), which was under direct Yuan dominion.Toward the end of the Yuan
dynasty, the Yuan government practiced institutionalized ethnic discrimination against Korean
residents, which compelled Yi Chach’un and his adherents to volunteer to assist King Kongmin
of Koryŏ, who had recently adopted an anti-Yuan, pro-Ming foreign policy. He had an audience
with King Kongmin in 1355, and the following year, he and his son Sŏnggye (later T’aejo) led the
military campaign against those who were perceived to be traitors of Koryŏ, such as Ki Ch’ŏl,
the elder brother of Empress Ki of Yuan, as well as Korean officials of Ssangsŏng Commandery,



which was under Yuan control. Ultimately, they took the Northeast Region, including Ssangsŏng
Commandery, away from the Yuan and returned it to Koryŏ. Thanks to his outstanding
contributions, Chach’un became the military commander of the Northeast Region and served
until he died of illness four years later, laying the foundation needed for his son Sŏnggye to rise
through the ranks.Yi Sŏnggye (T’aejo) was born in 1335 in Hwaryŏng Prefecture (Yŏnghŭng),
modern South Hamgyŏng Province, to Chach’un and Lady Ch’oe, the daughter of Ch’oe Han’gi,
posthumous chancellor and Lord of Yŏnghŭng. The mid-fourteenth century, in which T’aejo
started his career, was a turbulent period of geopolitical transition in northeast Asia. The Mongol-
led Yuan dynasty declined rapidly, while the Ming dynasty, led by the ethnic Han Chinese Zhu
Yuanzhang, emerged as a new empire to replace the Yuan. An almost-parallel situation took
place in Korea. King Kongmin died abruptly, leaving no heir to succeed him, and his successors,
with doubtful claims to the throne, failed to govern the country properly. The domestic situation
deteriorated sharply, with rampant abuse of power by high officials and repeated incursions by
Red Turban bandits and Japanese marauders. The officials and the general population
increasingly looked for a new ruler who could save the country. Under the circumstances, T’aejo,
a popular general who had never lost a battle, happened to be the right person at the right
time.T’aejo’s first military campaign, which he fought alongside his father, Chach’un, led to the
capture of Ssangsŏng Commandery from Yuan in 1356, and he was victorious in every
engagement that he undertook thereafter. In 1362, Nahachu, commander of the Yuan army,
invaded Hongwŏn with tens of thousands of troops, and T’aejo won fame by crushing the
invaders with far fewer soldiers. He was only twenty-seven years old at the time. Though Koryŏ
by this time was free of the Mongol yoke, Mongol forces still occupied the northern area with
large garrisons of troops. In 1369 and 1370, by order of King Kongmin, T’aejo attacked and
seized the Tongnyŏng Administration in P’yŏngan Province, which was under Yuan
control.Japanese pirates raided the Korean coasts so frequently in the fourteenth century that
they threatened the very foundation of the state. In 1376, T’aejo turned his army south and
suppressed Japanese marauders who had seized Kongju, Ch’ungch’ŏng Province, and
threatened Kaegyŏng. In 1377 and 1380, Japanese forces again invaded the southern part of
the country en masse, and T’aejo defeated them decisively. Meanwhile, T’aejo had to contend
with Mongol remnants, Red Turbans and Jurchens on the northern frontier. Each time he won a
battle and lifted the country out of crisis, he got promoted, rising to the position of vice
chancellor (su munha sijung) by 1388.In 1388, however, the Ming sent an envoy to Koryŏ and
demanded the return of a significant portion of Koryŏ’s northern territory that previously had
been under Yuan control. The Koryŏ court at that time was divided into two factions: one led by
General Ch’oe Yŏng, who advocated a pro-Yuan policy, and the other led by General Yi
Sŏnggye (T’aejo), who favored an alliance with the Ming. Riding on the prevailing anti-Ming
sentiment, General Ch’oe argued for an invasion of the Liaodong Peninsula, and King U agreed.
Though T’aejo was opposed to the invasion, he was chosen to lead the military campaign as the
commander of the Right Army. When he arrived at Wihwado, an island in the Yalu River that



serves as a border between the Korean Peninsula and China, he encountered unusually heavy
seasonal rain. Unable to cross the flooded river with his large army, he appealed for the court’s
permission to break off the campaign, but his request was quickly rejected. This prompted him
to turn his army southward and head for the capital, a move that altered the course of Korean
history. His bold decision not to cross the river can be compared to Caesar’s crossing of the
Rubicon, because both were considered acts of insurrection.T’aejo advanced to the capital, and
his army easily suppressed the forces loyal to General Ch’oe and the king. He finished his
military revolt by sending Ch’oe into exile and forcibly dethroning King U. Then he set up Ch’ang
as a new monarch, but T’aejo’s followers, who were reform-minded scholars and generals, also
had Ch’ang deposed the following year, contending that Ch’ang, like the former King U, his
father, was not a member of the royal Wang clan and that therefore “they should abolish the false
to establish the true.” Consequently, they enthroned Wang Yo, a seventh-generation descendant
of King Sinjong (r. 1197–1204), who was to become King Kongyang. Upon ascending the
throne, King Kongyang ordered the execution of former Kings U and Ch’ang, but King Kongyang
himself soon suffered the same fate as his predecessors after Chŏng Mongju, a respected
scholar and outstanding minister faithful to him, was murdered by Yi Pangwŏn (later King
T’aejong). The ch’ongsŏ, the general introduction of the Annals of King T’aejo, ends with the
death of Chŏng Mongju and King Kongyang’s abdication of the throne.T’aejo ascended the
throne at Such’ang Palace on the seventeenth day of the seventh lunar month in 1392 as all of
officialdom acclaimed him the new ruler of Korea. The following day, the historiographer
recorded, much awaited-rain came after a long drought. At the beginning, T’aejo announced that
he would continue to use the rites and laws of Koryŏ, including its country name. As the new
dynasty gradually became settled, however, he began to make changes at the request of Chŏng
Tojŏn, Cho Chun, and other influential ministers. Thus, he renamed his country Chosŏn after
obtaining approval from the Ming court. He also decided to relocate the capital and dispatched
officials to search for the right place. Consequently, he chose Hanyang (Seoul) as the new
capital, at the recommendation of Royal Preceptor Muhak and Chŏng Tojŏn and moved to
Hanyang in 1394 even though the royal palaces were still under construction. He also hastened
to establish laws befitting the new dynasty and commanded Chŏng Tojŏn to present him with the
Administrative Code of Chosŏn (Chosŏn kyŏnggukchŏn). He advocated Confucianism as the
new state ideology, while distancing the state from Buddhism and Korea’s folk religions, and
established the National Academy in Hanyang and local schools in the provinces.The Sillok tells
us that all the measures and initiatives that T’aejo implemented were deemed proper and
necessary for the newly founded dynasty, except for his designation of his successor. On the
twentieth of the eighth month, approximately a month after he took the throne, he abruptly
appointed his youngest son, Pangsŏk, as his rightful heir, a decision that led to dire
consequences. T’aejo had two wives, Queen Sinŭi (Lady Han) and Queen Sindŏk (Lady Kang),
and fathered six sons and two daughters from the former and two sons and one daughter from
the latter. The sons born of his first wife, Queen Sinŭi, especially Pangwŏn (Prince Chŏngan),



greatly contributed to his rising to power and enthronement. However, it was widely known that
T’aejo was more attached to his second wife, who assisted him throughout all his ordeals until
he attained the throne. According to the records, merit subjects Pae Kŭngnyŏm, Cho Chun, and
Chŏng Tojŏn urged the king to decide his heir according to the principle of primogeniture and on
the basis of contributions made to the establishment of the new dynasty. T’aejo, however,
mindful of his beloved Queen Sindŏk, first chose her first-born, Pangbŏn, as his heir. The
ministers expressed their reservations about his choice because of Pangbŏn’s unruly conduct,
and T’aejo responded by appointing his youngest son, Pangsŏk, as crown prince. The
historiographer makes a comment that there were no ministers who opposed the king’s final
decision by arguing that the heir must be chosen based on primogeniture and the contributions
of the candidate. This was an example of the so-called “conveying deeper meaning through
sublime and ambiguous writing” (Chunqiu bifa), a technique traditionally employed by
conscientious historiographers. The historiographer avoided making any straightforward
judgment in his comment and yet made it clear that both the king and his ministers failed to
make the proper decision.The seeds of trouble sown early in the first year of T’aejo’s reign bore
ominous fruit in 1398, six years later. By that time, Queen Sindŏk had already been dead for two
years and T’aejo suffered from illness. The Sillok tells us that, taking advantage of the situation,
Chŏng Tojŏn and Nam Ŭn led some of the merit subjects in an attempt to eliminate the
ambitious princes born of Queen Sinŭi, including Prince Chŏngan (Pangwŏn), who could
challenge the seventeen-year-old crown prince (Pangsŏk), whom they supported for the throne.
However, Prince Chŏngan learned of their conspiracy in advance and, together with his full
brothers, struck down Chŏng Tojŏn and his clique by surprise. A little later, he killed his two half-
brothers, Pangsŏk and Pangbŏn, and induced his elder brother, Prince Yŏngan (Panggwa), to
become the legitimate heir of the throne. This incident is known in history as the First Strife of
Princes and is presented in the Sillok.
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Gerry Bevers, “Translation seems good, but binding seems weak.. Today I received the
hardcover version of Mr. Choi's "The Annals of King T'aejo." I have not yet had time to go
through much of the book, but the "Translator's Introduction" was informative, and, comparing
the first few pages of the translation to the original Chinese, the translation seems good. The
reason I am writing this premature review is to let people know that the binding of the hardcover
version seems weak, which might be an issue for some people. I have a feeling this 1,000-plus
page book will be falling apart by the time I finish it, but I can deal with that. If it is an issue for
people, I would recommend they get the electronic version of the book. I, however, prefer
something more tangible even if it does fall apart.I think this translation is a great
accomplishment, considering how much Chinese had to be translated into English, including
first-time English translations of many "official titles and agency names," which the author admits
was his most difficult challenge. Some of the English translations for the official titles and agency
names seem a little awkward, such as, the "Victorious Martial Metropolitan Command" and the
"Dragon Martial Patrolling Guard Command," but, at least, these translations give us a starting
point to begin refining the English translation of Korean history. The way I see it, Mr. Choi has
started the ball rolling, in a big way, by giving many English-speaking historians the opportunity
to read and debate this important piece of Korean history.I am giving this book four stars only
because I am concerned about the strength of its binding; otherwise, I would give it five stars. I
think this book will help people not only to better understand Korean history, but will also help
those who are interested in translating old Korean texts.”

dramasrok, “A book I will refer back to again and again. As a fan of Korean historical drama, I
found this translation of the Annals fascinating and helpful. I have already spent many hours
perusing through the pages. And will be spending many more. The records are written in diary-
form with notes on almost every day of the 7-year reign. Some days have short entries, say, on
the weather, other days have long descriptions on serious happenings such as the execution of
high officials for treason. But even the weather notes are interesting due to how bad weather was
interpreted - as a warning from Heaven to the King.In the introduction, the reader is introduced
to the charismatic leader in a passage resembling a scene from a drama, Taejo is described like
an action hero - sitting high on a hill on a white horse, holding a red arrow with white feathers,
gazing down at his men. Later, charming snippets of information about the king’s day to day life
reveal that he plays kyokku, a ball game on horseback, he likes to go hunting, and has a falcon
farm erected on the Han River.Major issues that concerned the new dynasty are recorded
throughout such as the huge undertaking of moving the capital city to Hanyang (Seoul). I
enjoyed reading details such as the note that officials were against moving the capital as they
didn’t want to relocate their homes and families. So they tried to dissuade the king from going to
look at Hanyang by suggesting that ‘there are bandits on the way!’ (but the king, a former army



general, was undeterred!)Other entries include requests made to the king from various
government departments, notes on the king’s schedule such as trips to hot springs, lengthy
obituaries of high ranking officials, poems written for the king that reinforce his worthiness to
hold the Mandate of Heaven, and reports on rewards and punishments for officials and
sometimes commoners.With its mix of detailed descriptions of major events along with notes on
everyday life at court, the Annals of Taejo are an unusual and enlightening read. It’s not the kind
of book you read from cover to cover like a novel and then put away. There are parts that I will
refer back to again and again.”

Ashby Ahwinona, “Since I have become so interested in Korean History I .... Since I have
become so interested in Korean History I have been looking for a timeline as far back as I could
find something on the history of  Korea. It is a long but very informative book.”

Ronn, “Five Stars. I like it”

The book by Susan Tan has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 6 people have provided feedback.
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