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Korea and the Fall of the Mongol Empire explores the experiences of the

enigmatic and controversial King Gongmin of Goryeo, Wang Gi, as he

navigated the upheavals of the mid-fourteenth century, including the collapse

of the Mongol Empire and the rise of its successors in West, Central, and

East Asia. Drawing on a wealth of Korean and Chinese sources and integrat-

ing East Asian and Western scholarship on the topic, David Robinson con-

siders the single greatest geopolitical transformation of the fourteenth century

through the experiences of this one East Asian ruler. He focuses on the

motives of Wang Gi, rather than the major contemporary powers, to under-

stand the rise and fall of empire, offering a fresh perspective on this period

of history. The result is a more nuanced and accessible appreciation of

Korean, Mongolian, and Chinese history, which sharpens our understanding

of alliances across Eurasia.

David M. Robinson is Professor of Asian Studies and History at Colgate

University.
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Kings of the Late Goryeo Period

Temple name Personal name

Mongolian

name Date of birth Date of death Reign

King Gojong

高宗
Wang Cheol

王瞮

February 3,

1192

July 21, 1259 1213–1259

King Wonjong

元宗
Wang Jeong

王禎
April 5, 1219 July 23, 1274 1259–1274

King Chungnyeol

忠烈王

Wang Geo

王昛

April 3, 1236 July 30, 1308 1274–Jan.

1298

1298.8–

July 1308

King Chungseon

忠宣王

Wang Jang王璋 Iǰirbuqa

益知禮普花

October 20,

1275

June 23, 1325 Jan.–Aug.

1298

1308–1313

King Chungsuk

忠肅王

Wang Do

王燾

Aratnashiri

阿剌納忒

失里

July 30, 1294 May 3, 1339 1313–1330

1332–1339

King Chunghye

忠惠王

Wang Jeong

王禎

Budnashiri/

Buddashiri

普塔失里

February 22,

1315

January 30,

1344

1330–1332

1339–1344

King Chungmok

忠穆王

Wang Heun

王昕

Padma-Dorji

八思麻朶

兒只

May 15, 1337 December 25,

1348

1344–1348

King Chungjeong

忠定王

Wang Jeo

王㫝
Chosgen-Dorji

迷思監朶

兒只

1338 March 23,

1352

1349–1451

King Gongmin

恭愍王

Wang Gi

王祺 (later

Wang Joen

王顓)

Bayan-Temür

伯顔帖木兒

May 23, 1330 October 27,

1374

1351–1374

King U

禑王

Wang U

王禑

July 25, 1365 December 31,

1389

1374–1388
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Preface

“Being so unruly and depraved, how could he have hoped to be spared

his end?”

Goryeo History

What went through the Goryeo king’s mind on October 10, 1374, as his

mangled body collapsed to the palace’s smooth cool stone floor? Perhaps

the forty-four-year-old Wang Gi pondered the cruel irony of dying at the

hands of the same royal eunuch who cared for his intimate needs and

members of his personal bodyguard who guaranteed his safety. Perhaps he

wondered who had ordered his assassination and how they would explain his

sudden death to subjects at home and allies abroad. If his life flashed before

his eyes, he would have seen dizzying personal and political change, an

unexpected rise to the throne, abortive coups, bloody purges, the fall of the

mighty Mongols, and the rise of a new Eurasian order. Little could he have

foreseen how government chroniclers would sum up the span of his existence.

After praising his promising beginnings, they condemned his abdication of

royal responsibilities and his rapid descent into drinking and depravity. The

final line (noted above) of their account ofWang Gi’s reign inGoryeo History,

one of most important surviving sources for understanding the king and his

times, was less question than judgment. But how do we assess his significance

today?

From 1351 to 1374, Wang Gi, posthumously known as King Gongmin,

ruled the kingdom of Goryeo (today’s Korea). There are many ways to tell

Wang Gi’s tale. He was a devout Buddhist who generously patronized reli-

gious activities and enlisted learned monks as advisers. Confronting foreign

incursions and a massive surge in coastal piracy – so potent that the capital

itself was repeatedly put on high alert – he reformed Goryeo’s military. He

tried to implement structural change to his kingdom’s socioeconomic foun-

dations, including land tenure and human chattel. A man of refined sensibil-

ities, he abhorred the hunt for its brutality but adored hunting raptors for their

ferocity. His Mongolian queen’s death in childbirth midway through his reign

xi
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plunged him into prolonged depression. His identity as a homosexual or

bisexual man has fascinated contemporary Korean audiences in recent dec-

ades. Religion, military reform, socioeconomic change, emotions, and sexual

identity are all important and promising lenses through which to examine

Wang Gi.

Although touching on all those issues, this book explores Wang Gi’s life

and times through a different prism, that of the single greatest geopolitical

transformation of the fourteenth century and one of the most consequential

developments of early modern Eurasia: the collapse of Mongol power and

rise of its successors in West, Central, and East Asia. In 1330, Wang Gi was

born a scion of the Goryeo dynasty, a family that had ruled the Korean

peninsula since 918. In 1351, he took the throne with the full support of the

Mongols, with whom his family had allied and intermarried for nearly

a century. For the first eighteen years of his reign, he held investiture as

King of Goryeo from the Mongol Great Khan, and Wang Gi understood

himself as a privileged member of the Mongol empire’s ruling elite. In 1368,

Mongol control collapsed, the Great Khan abandoned his capital at today’s

Beijing for the relative safety of the steppe, and the newly founded Ming

dynasty (1368–1644) in today’s Nanjing claimed to be China’s sole legitim-

ate government. In 1369, Wang Gi abandoned his formal ties to the Great

Khan, and in 1370 he accepted investiture as King of Goryeo from the Ming

emperor. Seen in this light, Wang Gi’s story seems complete and successful.

He had deftly directed the perilous transition from the Mongol empire to its

principal successor in eastern Eurasia, shifting his allegiance from the Great

Khan to the Ming emperor and securing the place of the Goryeo dynasty

(918–1392) in a new regional order dominated by the Ming dynasty, which

would reign until the mid-seventeenth century.

Reality was messier and more interesting than a simple one-and-done

transfer of loyalty, swapping one regional superpower for another.

Throughout his entire reign, Wang Gi’s relations with the Great Khan,

a descendant of Genghis (here spelled Chinggis) Khan named Toghan-

Temür (1320–1370), were tumultuous. He sent troops to help Toghan-

Temür crush spreading rebellion in China, later attacked the Great Khan’s

border outposts, and still later raised an army to prevent the Great Khan

from dethroning him. Despite severing formal ties with the Great Khan and

accepting investiture from the Ming throne, Wang Gi maintained informal

links to the Mongols, while his relationship with the Ming founder, Zhu

Yuanzhang (1328–1398) was deeply fraught, and the Ming emperor repeat-

edly accused him of betrayal and openly threatened to rain down destruc-

tion on the Goryeo dynasty. Following Wang Gi’s murder in 1374, the

Goryeo court quickly reversed course, restoring formal ties with the Great

Khan, which prompted even more bellicose threats from Zhu Yuanzhang.
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The drama of Wang Gi’s life is best understood in a wider historical context.

As the Mongol polity across Eurasia faced mounting challenges in the four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries – from floods, droughts, epidemics, and starva-

tion to corruption, poor leadership, court intrigue, and insurrection – Wang Gi

and other thoughtful observers throughout Eurasia began to reconsider, first,

their place in the empire and, later, potential alternatives to theMongol order. In

contrast to Wang Gi, a Goryeo royal who married a Chinggisid noblewoman

and who took the throne with Mongol backing, the Ming founding emperor,

Zhu Yuanzhang, had clawed his way to power from the bottom of Chinese

society. Born into a family of tenant farmers, Zhu Yuanzhang was orphaned as

a teen, briefly became a mendicant monk, and as a young man joined

a millenarian rebel movement, where his charisma, leadership, and brutality

won him growing numbers of supporters. Both Wang Gi and Zhu Yuanzhang

were products of the Mongol empire, which deeply shaped their understanding

of the world, but – and this is a key point – they also saw that change was

possible and that through skill and determination they might shape the future.

It is impossible to understand the Mongols without close attention to their

allies. The Mongol empire was an extraordinarily complex composite, includ-

ing four main branches of the Chinggisid family, dozens of smaller courts of

Mongol aristocrats, and hundreds of allied houses, ranging from mid-sized

dynasties such as Goryeo to smaller, local polities and individual leaders. The

Mongols’ story is as much about the formation and dissolution of those

hundreds of alliances across Eurasia as it is about the rise and fall of

Chinggis Khan and his descendants. To live in an age of a faltering Mongol

empire was to confront rapid change, unexpected reversals, and uncertainty

with incomplete knowledge and unreliable allies. All leaders – and no small

number of local elites and even common people – scrambled to reassess their

interests, their friends and allies, their rivals and foes. As they built new

alliances, sometimes they drew from practices and expectations developed

during the Mongol age, sometimes they invoked classical native precedents,

and sometimes they hammered out relationships that differed significantly

from the past.

This book explores the experiences of one East Asian ruler –Wang Gi, King

of Goryeo – as he navigated the upheavals of the mid-fourteenth century. The

details of his tale not only yield a more nuanced appreciation of Korean,

Mongolian, and Chinese history, but also sharpen understanding of alliances

across Eurasia. The Mongol empire was unprecedentedly large, and its deteri-

oration directly touched most of Eurasia, from today’s Eastern Europe, Turkey,

Russia, Iran, and Iraq, across today’s Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Mongolia,

China, Korea, and Vietnam, and indirectly exercised an even broader influence.

For a generation and more, polities and peoples in West, Central, and East Asia

created, with many false starts, much uncertainty, and repeated clashes, a series

xiiiPreface
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of new alliances in the wake of the Mongol empire’s eclipse. The fortunes of

the great powers – the Ming dynasty, Muscovite Russia, the Ottoman empire,

among others – during that anarchic age have been recounted often and ably,

but the fate of their smaller allies is much less known and far too underappreci-

ated. Here, for the first time ever in English is the story of Wang Gi and his

struggle for allies in chaos.

xiv Preface
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