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The UNESCO-listed city of Gyeongju is unearthing
priceless art and architecture on a grand scale
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Shilla Millennium Park
recreates an ancient city
through its carvings and

sculptures, artwork and
traditional buildings
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HREADING HIS WAY through low grassy
mounds, Dr Ji Byeong-mok leads the press
party towards a nondescript white shed. The
eyes of one of South Korea’s most eminent
archaeologists shine with excitement. “Not
many people have seen this yet,” he exclaims, fumbling
with the keys. “You're very lucky.”

The interior is illuminated by spot lamps, the air regu-
lated by humidifiers. Inside a shallow, carefully excavated
pit lies an intricate suit of armour. More than 1,500
years old, any trace of the warrior to whom it belonged
has long since disappeared, but the metal, which once
resisted sword and spear, remains in good condition. In
the annals of Gyeongju archaeology, this find in Jjoksaem
district, 70 kilometres north of Busan, ranks alongside
the discovery of Xian’s Terracotta Army.

“For the first time in East Asia we’ve unearthed a com-
plete suit of armour used by a heavily armed cavalryman,”
explains Ji, Director of the Gyeongju National Research
Institute of Cultural Heritage. “It’s also the first evidence
[apart from paintings] of the existence of cavalrymen
during the Silla Kingdom period.”

One of the longest-running Asian dynasties, the Silla
Kingdom lasted nearly a millennium - from 57BC to
935AD - and at its height covered most of the Korean
peninsula. As the Silla capital, Gyeongju was once home to
more than one million people and remains richly endowed
with a wide array of priceless historical treasures.

“Gyeongju contains huge amounts of priceless Silla art
and architecture,” explains Ji. “That’s why it was placed on
the UNESCO World Heritage list in 2000. The Gyeongju
National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage was set
up in 1990 to explore the hidden treasures of Gyeongju
and the surrounding area, and we still have a massive
amount of work to do.”

Central Gyeongju is very compact, so getting between
the city’s major cultural sights is very easy. A large number
of tombs are located in or near the city centre, and farther
locations can be visited on foot, by bike or by taxi.

“The perfect way to start a tour of Gyeongju is to
take an early morning stroll through the Tumuli Park
[Dae-reungwon in Korean],” says Clint Kwon, a local
guide and hotel owner. “The tumuli are all Silla tombs,
which are essentially stone chambers covered with soil.
The park is the largest tomb complex in [South] Korea,
containing the remains of kings, queens and noblemen,
together with a huge array of artefacts. Highlights include
Cheonmachong, the only royal tomb in the park that
has been excavated and opened to the public.”

Kwon Yong-tok, of the Gyeongju Tourism Organisa-
tion (GTO), recommends a trip to the Shilla Millennium
Park (also referred to as Silla). “This is a recently opened
historical park that accurately recreates an ancient Silla
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city, complete with traditional buildings, sculptures and
artwork. Visitors can learn to make pottery, woodcrafts
and even gold jewellery.”

Another great place to get a historical overview of
Gyeongju is the Gyeongju National Museum, which
contains 100,000 relics including numerous Buddhist
sculptures and examples of Buddhist art. “Make sure you
see the 18.9-tonne bronze bell outside the main building,”
says guide Clint Kwon. “It was cast in memory of King
Seongdeok [who reigned from 702-737AD]. Local people
say it has the best sound of any bell in South Korea.”

Just outside Gyeongju, Bulguksa Temple is another
must-see site. “Although it has been extensively restored,
Bulguksa is an architectural masterpiece,” says GTO’s
Kwon Yong-tok. “It dates back to the eighth century and
is still a working place of Buddhist worship.”

A four-kilometre hike from Bulguksa Temple, Seok-
guram Grotto is a classic example of high Silla art and
architecture. The main structure, which contains a 3.5-
metre-high Buddha in meditating pose, was constructed
by piling stones into a dome and then covering it with
earth. The grotto’s fragile condition means that visitors
are only allowed a brief glimpse of the interior.

A good place to spend evenings in Gyeongju is Anapji
Pond. Musical shows are held here regularly on Saturday
evenings, including performances of pansori, (traditional
Korean music). The pond was constructed in the seventh
century on the orders of King Munmu and restored to
grandeur in 1974. Ornate buildings surrounding it are
beautifully illuminated at night, as is the nearby Cheom-
seongdae, the oldest astronomical observatory in Asia.

Back at the Jjoksaem dig site, Ji takes stock of his sur-
roundings. “It will take more than 20 years to properly
excavate everything here,” he says. “It’s not so much a
challenge, but a great opportunity.”
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Bulguksa Temple
dates back to the
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Dragonair flies daily
to Busan

BREMESAEHME
mEZIL

Ornate roof decoration from
the Silla period on display at
Gyeongju National Museum
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Lilies add colour
at Anapiji Pond
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Seafood ssambap (seafood
wrapped in lettuce leaves)
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WHERE TO EAT

“From seafood to samgyetang
[chicken stew], Gyeongju’s
eclectic range of restaurants
offer visitors some really fine
dining,” says Min Chul-ho

of the Gyeongju Tourism
Department. Here are a

few recommendations.

Samdo Sutbul Kalbi
Bomun-dong 102-10

Meat lovers will enjoy this
upmarket restaurant in
Gyeongju’s Bomun Lake
Resort area. Kalbi (pork
or beef ribs, marinated

in Korean soy sauce) are
barbecued on a charcoal
grill in the centre of the

table. After grilling, the
meat is wrapped in lettuce
leaves and garnished to
taste with an assortment

of kimchi (spicy pickled
vegetables), raw garlic and
a dollop of sweet, fiery
gochujang, a spicy paste
made from red peppers.

Usujeong Ssambap
Hanjeongshik

Ma-dong 193-6

An inexpensive and cheerful
alfresco restaurant offering
great ssambap (rice and
barbecued meat or seafood
wrapped in lettuce leaves)
and pajeon (savoury
pancakes with vegetables).
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Kuro Ssambap Shikdang
Hwangnam-dong 106-3
Another great ssambap res-
taurant that offers a massive
range of delicious, freshly
made banchan (Korean side
dishes). Try the excellent
pork bulgogi (barbecued
meat), cooked in a spicy
marinade and gochujang.

Hwangnam Bakery
Hwango-dong 347-1 (across the
street from Cheonmachong)
www.hwangnam.co.kr

Cosy bakery offering
Gyeongju’s specialty snack
Hwangnam bread (Hwang-
nam ppang), a sweet pastry
filled with red bean paste.
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Usujeong Ssambap
Hanjeongshik
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Hwangnam Bakery
EEiA347-1 (XEiRH@)
www.hwangnam.co.kr
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Sweet snack:
Hwangnam bread
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CATHAY PACIFIC HOLIDAYS 3 DAYS/2 NIGHTS BUSAN PACKAGES FROM HK$2,890
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CHOICE OF HOTELS:
¢ Hotel Kukje Busan
* Novotel Ambassador Busan

® The Westin Chosun Hotel Busan

® More

PACKAGE PRICE INCLUDES:
® Round-trip Economy Class flight
between Hong Kong and Busan

DEPARTURE PERIOD:
Now to 30 April, 2011

for booking

Cathay Holidays Limited and Asia Miles
terms and conditions apply.
Licence No.: 352024

* Two consecutive nights’ accommodation

with daily breakfast
® 1,000 Asia Miles
¢ Travel insurance
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¢ Hotel Kukje Busan

* Novotel Ambassador Busan
® The Westin Chosun Hotel, Busan
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Please visit www.cxholidays.com
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