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[ Abstract ]

10™ Century Goryeo's Diplomatic
Relations and the Establishment of the

Examination System

Rahel Plassen
Department of Korean History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This article reinvestigates the establishment of the examination system under
King Gwangjong (r. 949-975) in the light of 10" century diplomatic
relations. As the fourth ruler of the newly founded Goryeo dynasty,
Gwangjong conducted a series of reforms that have been interpreted as
designed to strengthen royal power. Reasonable as this assumption may
initially appear, the relatively small number of graduates as well as their
rather modest role under the king's reign suggest that it does not
sufficiently explain the function of the examination system during his times.
As recent research has shown, Gwangjong's rule can be characterized by
active engagement in diplomacy. 10" century Goryeo maintained diplomatic
relations with the Five Dynasties in the North of China as well as several
of the Ten Kingdoms in the South. After the collapse of the Tang dynasty,

a power vacuum on the mainland allowed for the formation of several
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states, not few of them imitating the Great Tang imperial state. It is against
this background that Gwangjong's reign should be understood. Hence, the
first part of this article aims at discerning Gwangjong's imperial ambitions,
which are not only reflected in his diplomatic missions: Twice proclaiming
his own era name, he also renamed Goryeo's capital ‘imperial city (hwangdo
EL#R), a rather uncommon practice in Korean history. And although formally
accepting investiture by each of the successive Five Dynasties, he effectively
positioned Goryeo as an equal player on par with the Chinese states:
Maintaining diplomatic relations to several states simultaneously and
providing his partners with war supplies, he was able to strengthen Goryeo's
international position. Even after the foundation of the Song in 960, these
power politics remained relatively unchanged.

In his effort to further increase Goryeo's prestige, Gwangjong seems to
have faced a shortage of capable diplomats. Until the downfall of Tang, the
Silla kingdom had been eager to send students abroad, making them attend
the imperial examinations for foreign visitors. Educated in the “four-six
parallel ornate style” (saryukbyeollyeoche, VU 7SBf{##E), those who returned
to Silla were qualified for writing official documents. With increasing
demand of diplomatic personnel and diminishing numbers of “guest
students,” during Gwangjong's times the state could no longer rely solely on
this reservoir of talents. By introducing the examination system, Gwangjong
established an institution that could provide him with capable officials in
charge of writing state documents.

The second part of this paper focuses on this particular function of the
examination system, tracing its development throughout the second half of
the 10" century. The first successful candidates seem not to have played
any special role in civil service. Only some 20 years later, under King
Seongjong (r. 981-997), the names of successful candidates appear among

the roster of higher ranking officials in service of the king. An analysis of
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their career paths, however, again discloses their importance in the field of
diplomacy, all of them either being lauded for their literary talent (for the
most part, with reference to the four-six ornate style) or being actively
engaged in diplomatic missions. The Goryeo-Song relationship seems to have
exerted direct influence on the frequency with which the examinations were
conducted. When the exchange of envoys was sparse, the examinations came
to a halt, too. Lastly, changes in the background of the examiners
(jigonggeo, FNEZE) during the 10" century have to be taken into account.
For decades, those appointed examiners were selected specifically from the
ranks of the Hallim (#J#f) scholars. This changed at the end of the 10"
century, when the diplomatic equation was altered fundamentally by the
Khitan expansion.

Even based on the aforementioned observations, it might be biased to claim
that the examination system was established for diplomatic purposes only.
Nevertheless, a consideration of Gwangjong's imperial policies and the
international relations of the 10™ century can help to shed some new light

on an ancient institution.
keywords: Goryeo, King Gwangjong, examination system, 10" century,

diplomatic relations, imperial policies
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