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KREOVEE & 100 42O H

Uses of Mokkan, and a Lag of 100 Years

Baba Hajime

Abstract: Round and polyhedral columnar mokkan (wooden documents), forms held to be
characteristic of ancient Korean mokkan, were examined. From observations of the shapes and
woodworking, and the methods of inscription of these items, it can be pointed out that while flat
surfaces were ordinarily prepared for writing characters, there are some lacking such surfaces, being
the cylindrical mokkan, and that among the latter are items bearing many lines of text which share
characteristics of shape and woodworking (being cylindrical in form but bearing natural knots in the
wood, slightly more than 20cm in length, and relatively thick). From the archaeological contexts and
the content of the inscriptions, these knot-bearing cylindrical mokkan may be inferred to have been
used near the person of the Silla king, when transcriptions were made of oral statements. From the
differential utilization among these polyhedral and round columnar mokkan, the existence of a Silla
mokkan tradition may be presumed, along with a Baekje tradition in contrast to this. After pointing
out the presence of these mature mokkan traditions in ancient Korea, comparison was made with
mokkan of ancient Japan. Mokkan functioned as vital parts or tools of the systems of administration,
governance, and taxation, and were not items used in isolation. The use of mokkan becomes possible
only with knowledge of how to operate these systems. That full-scale development of mokkan
in ancient Japan lagged greatly behind Korea is thought to be due to different conditions in the

implementation of these systems, and the accumulation of knowledge they required.

Keywords: Mokkan (wooden documents), Silla, Baekje, Japan, mokkan traditions
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