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By Lee Sun-young

ANDONG, North Gyeongsang 
Province ― The legacy of 
Joseon, Korea’s last ruling 
dynasty, is alive and strong 
in this historic town. 

Billed as the heartland of Korean Con-
fucianism, Andong boasts a number of 
private Confucian academies and clan 
villages from the 1392-1910 Joseon era, 
living proof that this region was home to 
many of the most prominent Confucian 
scholars of the time.    

What’s little known to the outside 
world, and even to many Koreans, is 
that the essence of the spiritual world of 
Joseon’s Confucianism-based society was 
meticulously captured on thousands of 
wooden slabs. 

Housed at the Advanced Center for the 
Korean Studies here in Andong, Joseon’s 
printing woodblocks are a timeless treas-
ure that “holds a key to understanding 
the very consciousness of the ancestors 
who sought to realize a Confucianism-
based ideal society,” says Park Soon, a 
senior researcher at the institute. 

Confucian printing woodblocks

Confucian printing woodblocks are a 
collective name given to the ACKS col-
lection which consists of 64,226 hand-
carved wooden panels produced between 
1460 and 1956 for the printing of 718 
books. 

The collection may soon be recognized 
as a world treasure, as the Korean gov-
ernment in February recommended it for 
inclusion in UNESCO’s Memory of the 
World Register. A decision on the applica-
tion is expected in June 2015.   

Not long ago, however, these precious 
timbers were in the pocession of individu-
als, families or private academies that 
were finding it increasingly burdensome 
to keep them. 

“I knew (the woodblocks) were some-
thing very important even when I was a 
child. I knew they were passed down to us 
from generation to generation, although I 
didn’t exactly know what they were and 
their value,” said Lee Pang-soo. Lee is a 
ninth-generation descendent of Lee Sang-
jeong, a prominent 18th-century Joseon 
scholar.  

The Lee clan, which he now heads, 
was one of the first to donate artifacts 
to the ACKS by entrusting its entire 
collection of 2,890 antiques in 2002, in-
cluding old books, documents and wood-
blocks. 

Park of the center explained that it was 
because of the difficulty of preserving the 

woodblocks at a private level — at clans’ 
head houses or Confucian academies — 
that the state-funded ACKS launched 
a campaign in 2002 to collect the relics. 
The result is the more than 64,000 panels 
now housed at the center’s state-of-the art 
storage facility. 

“There was a substantial risk of theft 
and damage too,” he added. 

Although the Confucian printing wood-
blocks are often likened to the Tripitaka 
Koreana, an 800-year-old Buddhist scrip-
ture engraved on over 80,000 woodblocks, 
the ACKS collection differs greatly be-
cause it is a collection that was put to-
gether only recently through the necessity 
of preservation.  

While the Buddhist woodblocks contain 
the teachings of Buddha and were pro-
duced by the Goryeo Dynasty, which pre-
ceded Joseon, to promote Buddhism, the 
Confucian printing blocks were not the 
product of a big state project. 

They were carved by private groups to 
pass on the learning of sages, and have 
been preserved and handed down by suc-
cessive generations of scholars, said Choi 
Soon-guen, a senior curator at the Na-
tional Folk Museum of Korea who led an 
exhibition of those blocks in June. 

The writing carved on the blocks varies 
from genealogies to textbooks for children, 

with the vast majority, 583 titles out of a 
total 718, being literary writings of schol-
ars. They cover diverse genres such as let-
ters, daily journals, poems and academic 
papers.   

“The woodblocks give a detailed picture 
of Joseon’s literati, how they lived, what 
they studied and mostly talked about,” he 
said.

Exceptional value 

Although the woodblocks were made to 
print books, they meant much more than 
just a printing medium to Joseon scholars 
and their descendants in centuries that 
followed. 

In order to praise, preserve and build 
on the enlightenment of their ancestors, 
Joseon’s scholars and intellectuals led the 
publishing of books using woodblocks in a 
process researchers now describe as “com-
munity publishing.” 

“It was a voluntary publication, con-
ducted by clans and schools,” explained 
professor Suh Kyung-ho of Seoul National 
University in Seoul.

In China, where the woodblock print-
ing technology originated, woodblock 
production was led mostly by commer-
cial publishers for a mass production of 
books.  

But in the Joseon society, local groups 
of intellectuals, with a network of family 
clans, kindred scholars, private academies 
and local supporters, decided what to pub-
lish and oversaw the entire production. 
They also divided up the required costs  
among themselves. 

The phenomenon reached its peak in 
the 18th and 19th centuries, when family 
clans began publishing the works of their 
ancestors in a competitive manner.

“It was a result of a unique interpreta-
tion of publication among the literati of 
Joseon,” Suh explained. Woodblock print-
ing was seen as an act of practicing the 
ruling ideology of the era and passing 
the sages’ enlightenment down to the de-
scendants, he explained.   

Park of the ACKS adds that through 
such practices, the intellectuals of Joseon 
could communicate through texts by 
learning from scholars of earlier times 
and reflecting on their academic achieve-
ments carved onto wood and then again 
by their own enlightenment being handed 
down to future generations in the same 
way. All for the common ideology of Con-
fucianism. 

“It is an example of collective intel-
ligence unprecedented in world history, 
with the exception of religious communi-
ties,” Park said. 
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ANDONG, North Gyeongsang 
Province — Despite their his-
torical and cultural value, Con-
fucian printing woodblocks are 

barely studied. Most people don’t even 
know they exist. 

That’s why Lee Yong-doo and his re-
searchers at the Advanced Center for 
Korean Studies can’t slow down after the 
10-plus-year campaign to salvage the rel-

ics from the threat of 
theft and damage. 

Deciphering the wis-
dom of Joseon scholars 
carved onto the slabs and 

making them readily available for today’s 
guidance-seeking Koreans is a task greater 
than preservation, said Lee, who is presi-
dent of the Andong-based think tank. 

“The ACKS, for the past two decades, 
focused mainly on collecting privately-held 
historical documents and other materials 
from the Joseon Dynasty,” he said during 
an interview with The Korea Herald last 
week.  

What lies ahead is the real task of fa-
cilitating and leading studies on them, he 
said.        

Established in 1995 under the auspices 
of the provincial government, the ACKS 
boasts a collection of over 400,000 items 

on Confucianism, the guiding philosophy 
of Korea’s last dynasty, Joseon (1392-1910).  

Among them are over 64,000 hand-
carved wooden plates used for the printing 
of some 700 titles. They are housed at a 
state-of-the-art storage facility in Andong. 

Collectively named Confucian print-
ing woodblocks, the precious timbers are 
up for deliberation for inclusion in the 
UNESCO Memory of the World Register. 
A decision is expected in June 2015.   

Lee believes that the nomination itself 
is proof of the relics’ exceptional and uni-
versal value, although he pins high hopes 
on the fancy title.

An UNESCO nod, if realized, would 
help induce public and academic interest 
in the woodblocks and hopefully prompt 
Koreans to look anew at the thoughts, val-
ues and ways of life of Joseon scholars, he 
hoped. 

“Most Koreans know about, and many 

feel proud of, ‘Palman Daejanggyeong,’” 
Lee said, referring to a Buddhist scripture 
carved on some 80,000 woodblocks, known 
in English as the Tripitaka Koreana. The 
Buddhist canon, created almost 800 years 
ago, was added to the Memory of the 
World Register in 2007. 

The ACKS collection deserves no less 
admiration and attention compared to the 
Buddhist woodblocks, Lee believes. 

“If ‘Palman Daejanggyeong’ is Buddha’s 

teaching engraved on timber, Confucian 
printing woodblocks contain the enlighten-
ment of Joseon scholars who studied and 
practiced Confucianism in their everyday 
life,” he said.  

Crossing hundreds of years of time, the 
dead scholars may still offer valuable les-
sons to modern-day Koreans, he stressed. 

“Confucianism was essentially about how 
human beings can live humanely. I think 
that question still is a good starting point 
in this increasingly-complicated society.” 

Lee, who took office at the ACKS in 
September this year, hails from a techno-
logical background, which is unusual for 
someone heading an institution dedicated 
to traditional studies. 

“Tradition can get a new life when it 
meets the latest technology,” he said, vow-
ing to bring in a fresh perspective to the 
institution’s mission and functions. 

He said he wants to modernize and pop-
ularize Confucianism to expand its reach 
in modern Korea.  

In that vein, the leader eyes establish-
ing digital archives of its collection and 
facilitating Confucian studies by scholars 
in other fields such as history, literature 
and philosophy.  

Regarding woodblocks, he aims to ce-
ment and expand the ACKS’ lead both at 
home and abroad. 

In May, 2015, it will host the fifth an-
nual conference on woodblock preserva-
tion and studies, which scholars from four 
Asian nations — China, Japan, Vietnam 
and Korea — are expected to attend. 

The forum is expected to pave the way 
for the launch of an international or-
ganization on woodblock preservation and 
studies envisioned by the ACKS. 
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Over 64,000 woodblocks are housed at Jangpangak, a special storage facility of the Advanced Center for Korean Studies, in Andong, 
North Gyeongsang Province.   Ahn Hoon/The Korea Herald 

Confucian printing woodblocks hold special place in world history, vie for UNESCO listing 

Lee Yong-doo, president of the Advanced Center 
for Korean Studies, poses in front of the institute’s 
main building in Andong, North Gyeongsang 
Province.   Ahn Hoon/The Korea Herald
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Poeun Collection of Works, a compilation of works by 
14th-century scholar and official Jeong Mong-ju engraved 
in 1866, is among the Advanced Center for Korean Studies’ 
woodblock collection.   ACKS


