
 
Shinto in Japan 
Early Japanese clans honored kami, the divine forces or 
spirits of nature. The worship of these forces became known 
as Shinto, meaning “the way of kami”. Although Shinto has 
not evolved into an international religion like Buddhism, 
Christianity, or Islam, its traditions survive to the present day 
in Japan. Hundreds of Shinto shrines dot the Japanese 
countryside. Though simple in design, they are generally 
located in beautiful, natural surroundings, and dedicated to 
special sites or objects such as mountains, waterfalls, ancient 
gnarled trees, or oddly shaped rocks. Their most notable 
feature are the symbolic “gates”, which mark the entrance to 
the sacred area around the shrine. 
 
 



 
Confucianism in Korea 
In 682, the Korean Silla Dynasty set up a national Confucian 
academy to train high officials and later instituted a civil-
service examination, a test to see who was qualified to work in 
government, modeled on the examinations used in Tang 
China. In China, even a peasant could win political influence if 
he could pass the exam, which was intended to be open to all 
and choose whoever was most qualified, known as 
meritocracy. However, in Korea, only aristocrats, members of 
the upper class, were permitted to take the test. They were not 
willing to let common people gain such an important role. 
Eventually, conflict between peasants and aristocrats led to 
the overthrow of the Silla Dynasty. 
 
 



Korean Movable Metal Type 
During the Koryo Dynasty in Korea (918-1392), the popularity of 
Buddhism continued to grow, which was due in part to the power of 
printing technology from China. In the 700s during the Tang 
Dynasty, China had developed woodblock printing, in which large 
blocks of wood were carved out into stamps the size of whole 
pages in order to mass produce copies of a book. China later 
improved this technology in 1040 during the Song Dynasty, when 
they invented movable wooden type, which used small blocks for 
each character that could be lined up to form a page and then 
rearranged and reused to form new pages. However, it was the 
Koreans, in 1337, that took this invention a step further. Since the 
wooden blocks were not very durable and often splintered, Koreans 
invented movable metal type, which was long lasting. It was this 
technology that would eventually reach Europe and lead to the 
printing revolution worldwide. 
 



Japanese Literature 
During the Heian Period in Japan (794-1185), wealthy and powerful 
families lived in the capital Heian in the court of the Emperor and 
developed an elegant and sophisticated culture. While Chinese 
influence was not as strong as it had been during the height of the 
Tang Dynasty, the upper class men at court were still studying, 
speaking, and writing in Chinese as a sign of their elite status and 
education. However, women were forbidden to learn Chinese, for 
whom education was seen as improper. Ironically, though, since 
the men were writing in Chinese, this meant that all of the important 
works of Japanese poetry and writing from this period were written 
by women! The most famous was Murasaki Shikibu, who came 
from a family of scholars and secretly studied with her brother as a 
child. She wrote the world’s first ever novel, The Tale of Genji, 
which gives us a glimpse into the lives of the upper class during this 
period. 
 



Hangul in Korea 
The Chinese system of writing was introduced to Korea very early, 
all the way back in 108 BCE, when Korea was a colony of Han 
Dynasty China. During the Silla Dynasty in of Korea (668-935), their 
cultural connections to Tang China reinforced the use of Chinese 
writing in Korea, which lasted for many centuries. It wasn’t until 
1443 that Korea’s ruler, King Sejong, finally decided to replace the 
complex Chinese system of writing. “The language of this land,” he 
noted, “is different from China’s.” Sejong had experts develop 
hangul, the Korean phonetic (sound-based) alphabet that used 
symbols to represent the sounds of spoken Korean. Although 
Confucian scholars and Koreans of the upper classes rejected 
hangul at first, its use quickly spread. Hangul was easier for 
Koreans to use than the thousands of characters of written 
Chinese. Its use led to an extremely high literacy rate, or 
percentage of people who could read and write. 
 



Kana & Kanji in Japan 
During the 500s, Korean Buddhist missionaries first brought 
Chinese writing to Japan. During the height of the Tang Dynasty in 
the 700s, Chinese culture was widely embraced by Japanese 
government and society. Japanese officials and scholars even used 
the Chinese system of writing to record the official history of Japan. 
The Chinese characters used to write Japanese language were 
called Kanji, and were the same symbols used in China. Since the 
characters represented meanings and not sounds, they could be 
used for Japanese as well. Later, near the end of the Tang Dynasty 
in China, the Japanese developed a new form of writing. In 806, a 
Japanese Buddhist priest, inspired by an Indian writing system, 
developed these new Japanese symbols, called Kana, which 
represented sounds and syllables instead of meanings, and which 
worked better for writing Japanese words. Today, however, both 
Kanji and Kana are used together to write the Japanese language. 


