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EXPLORE 
KOREA'S 
SILLA DYNASTY

Written and photographed by Gwendolyn DeSilva 
Translated by Yujeong Lee

 A DAY TRIP 
TO GYEONGJU

Gyeongju is touted by the guide books as the third best 
place to visit in Korea for its resplendent natural beau-
ty and UNESCO listed world heritage cultural sites. It is 
often called ‘the museum without walls’ for the 23 sym-
metrical tumuli (burial mounds) from the Silla Dynasty 
(57 BC to 935AD) that dot the centre of town. What 
makes it a great day trip from Daegu is the fact that it is 
a short 50 minute bus ride away and cheap, with a re-
turn journey costing just 9,800won. Considering these 
facts it seemed like a place I should explore during my 
time in Korea. 

Buses leave twice an hour from Dongdaegu Express 
Bus Terminal, so late planners should be able to pur-
chase a seat just 10 minutes before departure like I 
did.  I relish my lie-ins, so I opted for the 9.40am and 

grabbed a latte from Mass Coffee and a ham, egg and 
cheese English muffin from Paris Baguette, just down 
the road before I boarded.   

 

The Gyeongju bus terminal is centrally located and 
conveniently next to the Tourist Information Booth 
where we grabbed a town map. It was drizzling, so 
we decided to hail a cab (4,700) to the furthest sight - 
The National Museum - and walk the 2km back.  Many 
guidebooks recommended renting a bike for the day 
and I might have considered that option if the weather 
was nicer.
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-continued on p40-

I was pleasantly surprised by the National Museum. 
Not only was the entrance free, but more importantly, 
all the signage was in both Korean and English. The 
main collection, which is sizable but not overwhelming, 
explores the history of the Silla Dynasty. Inside you can 
learn about the tombs, discover how they were built, 
and see up to 4,500 cultural artifacts that have been 
discovered from the excavations around the area. The 
dazzling displays include treasure troves of gold and 
jade jewelry, weaponry, pottery, and other ceremonial 
items. The grounds of the museum include some larger 
Buddhist artifacts ,including the Sacred Bell of King 
Seongdeok, which is considered one of the largest and 
most beautifully resonant bells ever made in Asia.
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From there, we took a short walk to the Donggung 
Palace and Wolji Pond on Wonhwa-ro. We peered in 
through the gates and took a few pictures, but in the 
end choose to bypass this sight. My recommendation 
would be to venture here after dark when it is elegantly 
lit up with spot lights. It looked magical when we went 
by several hours later.

 
A short stroll along through the rape flower area and 
we spotted our first tombs protruding into the sky.  
Nearby was the unusual looking astronomical observa-
tory of Cheomseongdae (meaning ‘star-gazing tower’ 
in Korean). Listed as the oldest surviving observatory 
in the world, it dates to the 7th century. Intriguingly it 
has 12 rows of stones below and 12 above its featured 
window and is apparently comprised of 365 stones. 

Cross over Cheomseong-ro and behind the parking lot 
of busses is the main entrance to Daereungwon Tomb 
Complex.  In this tranquil setting, with lilting Korean 
music, you get an up close look at the burial mounds 
and even the chance to go inside one. 

We took the back exit and headed left on Taejong-ro 
to Poseok-ro, which is at the next intersection.  Here 
you will find an upmarket row of shops and restaurants 
interspersed with dilapidated buildings. I found this the 
perfect street to pause for some lunch, a coffee and 
a general break from all that history.  There were two 
modern looking Korean restaurants including Awe-
some, which looked like its namesake.  Also along the 
street was a quirky, knick knack shop of locally crafted 
goods, where I picked up a few souvenirs. We choose 
to eat at the Nordic Modern Kitchen which served a 
small selection of open topped sandwiches and an 
intriguing salad, along with some draft beer and juices. 
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Feeling refreshed, we bused it to Bulguksa Temple. 
(Bus10 and 700) Warning, this is a good 45 minute 
journey out of town, but I enjoyed the ride just as 
much as the temple complex.  This UNESCO World 
Heritage asset is set in beautiful grounds and had 
some impressive original elements including the op-
posing Dabotap and Seokgatap Pagodas in the inte-
rior, which are from around 750AD. Disappointingly, 
the wooden structures were burnt down, like most 
Korean temples, during the Japanese invasion, so 
most of what stands was built in 1973. 

By this time, dusk was settling in, so we headed 
back to the Express Bus Terminal on the number 10 
bus (you get on at the same stop you were dropped 
off taking a different loop back) and caught the 
7.30pm bus back to Daegu.

Gyeongju has a range of non-historic things to do 
and would be great for a long weekend too. The 
Bomun Tourist Complex, with a lake at its center, 
includes a luxury water park and amusement 
area.  Additionally, nearby Mount Namsan provides 
great hiking trails where you can come across 
hundreds of stone Buddha statues and carvings 
along with royal tombs and pagodas from the Silla 
Kingdom. Every Sunday at 9.30 am you can get an 
English-speaking guided four-hour hike from the 
Seonamsan Parking Lot (kjnamsan.org). Definitely a 
journey worth taking from Daegu whether for a day 
or a weekend.


