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King Sejong the Great 
 
 

 
King Sejong the Great (1397-1450) was the fourth ruler during 
the Choson dynasty. His reign was a period of great cultural and 
intellectual accomplishment in Korea. Believing that the basis of 
good government was a ruler with broad-ranging knowledge, 
virtue, and the ability to recognize and utilize men of talent for 
government service, he governed according to Confucian 
principles that included the belief that justice and righteousness 
should characterize the relations between sovereign and 
subject. He placed great emphasis on education and promoted 
research in the cultural, economic, and political heritage of 
Korea, and he sponsored many new developments in the areas 
of science, philosophy, music, and linguistics. To encourage 
young scholars to devote their time to study, he established 
grants and other forms of government support. 
 
King Sejong was not only a patron of the arts and education but 
also a scholar and inventor himself. Among his many 
contributions are the development of musical notation for 

Korean and Chinese music, improvements to the Korean system of movable type, and numerous inventions 
including the rain gauge, sundial, water clock, astronomical maps, and armillary sphere. As a prolific writer, he 
wrote many books and songs, including a dictionary on proper pronunciation, a biography on the Buddha, and 
several collections of poems and songs. 
 
Sejong introduced many progressive ideas and implemented reforms to improve the life of the common people. 
In times of drought and flood, he established relief programs and opened centers to provide food and shelter. 
He was also a humanitarian who proclaimed that there must be three trials before a final judgment is reached, 
and he prohibited brutality in the punishment of criminals, such as flogging. 
 
The most outstanding of his achievements by far was the creation of the Korean alphabet, or hangul. Initially, 
scholars relied on Chinese for written purposes, using awkward systems that made use of Chinese characters 
to substitute for a lack of Korean script. With the vast differences between Chinese and Korean vocal patterns 

and sentence formation, the system left much to be desired, and it was with this in mind that King Sejong 
commissioned a group of scholars to devise a phonetic writing system that would correctly represent the 

sounds of spoken Korean and that could be easily learned by all people. The system was completed in 1443. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 




