Korea – Day 7
Today was Sunday and since Jeff had meetings in the afternoon (some folks met all day) we decided to visit the National Museum of Korea.  This is a new location for the museum and this new building opened in 2005.  The building and the grounds are spectacular and huge.  The museum not only houses exhibits – three floors of them – but a children’s museum and activity center, a food court, a restaurant, and gift shops – naturally.

The museum had a special exhibit of artifacts from the Unified Silla Dynasty (pronounced Shilla) which existed from 668 to 935 A.D., and consisted mainly of statues and figures prominent in the Buddhist religion.  We saw an exhibit of more than 200 pieces which were sculptures, tomb figures, pagoda relief carvings, etc.  Good thing we decided to go today because it was the last day for this special exhibit.  Special exhibits are displayed in a separate building across the way from the main museum.
The main museum has three floors of exhibits in six galleries – Archeological, Historical, Fine Arts (I and II), Donation, and Asian Arts.  What we found unusual in this museum was the amount of space – an entire gallery wing – devoted to exhibiting donated collections.  And these donated collections were spectacular.  Only a very small fraction of the donated pieces were on exhibit because most collections contained over a thousand pieces.  The donation galleries had biographies and pictures of the persons who donated the collections on display. 

The museum also had a Silla exhibit as part of the permanent collection, and ran a video about the artifacts – especially the gold crowns which were excavated from the kings’ tombs.  The video alternated in English and Korean and told about the construction of the tombs and what was found, and how the archeologists could tell who was buried in the tombs.  It is very refreshing to have something in English – even subtitles in English are good – so that we can understand what we’re seeing. 
Speaking of languages, the conference Jeff is a delegate to, has attendees – about 130 – from all over the world.  At breakfast, you hear lots of languages spoken all around you, but the one common language, and the one that is used for the conference proceedings is English.  So, all the delegates speak English (some better than others).

Back to the National Museum which allows each of its pieces more than ample space, suggesting that there is lots of room for expansion.  A huge room might have exhibit cases around the perimeter and nothing in the center, or a couple of cases in the center.  In any event, the museum could put much more on display if it so desired.  In some cases, the lighting is so low it was hard to see the piece of art, let alone the details.  In spite of that small detraction, this is a wonderful museum with lots of marvelous art and artifacts on display, as you can see from the multitude of pictures Jeff took.

Dinner on Sunday was a small restaurant “across the street.”  Had barbeque beef – galbi –short ribs cooked over a “grill” at your table and served with lettuce leaves (to put the cooked beef in) and lots of little dishes of sauces and condiments including hot spicy kimchi.  

While “crossing the street” sounds simple, it is no small task and one doesn’t do it above ground.  The main thoroughfares have no pedestrian crossings.  You have to follow a series of underground walkways lined with shops (fun, fun, fun) and then emerge on the other side.  That way, you don’t get hit by the traffic, which is unbelievable day or night.  Coming out on the other side, we were greeted by a series of food vendors – you should see the size of those barbequed octopus tentacles sitting on the cart! – frying all manner of street food.  The predominant smell is fish, but there are cups of what look like French fries (they’re fried sweet potatoes hard as a rock) and other “goodies,” but we had no desire to try them.  There was no end to the activity here.  Vendors selling all kinds of wares, shops open to attract buyers, and huge crowds in the street.  
This is a town where everyone seems to love shopping!  Ah, this is my kind of town! The stores stay open late – most seven days a week – to catch all the business.  Huge numbers of Japanese tourists flock to Seoul as the yen goes as far as our dollar does.  The Japanese have a real taste for designer goods – the $2500 handbags and other expensive goods.  Even at the duty free stores – which are plentiful – you see lots of Japanese shoppers.

But, the Lotte department store downtown, connected to the hotel where we are staying, also attracts huge numbers of shoppers – presumably the workers from the downtown area or tourists, like me.  Sales tables at Lotte look like the “running of the brides” at Filene’s basement as women tear through scarves, handbags or whatever has a sale sign on it.  

Getting to the department store from the hotel is simple.  An escalator down one flight gets you either to the food section (turn right) or into the department store (go straight).  But to get either place, you have to pass by the most exquisite jewelry stores I’ve ever seen.  Beautiful pearls of all sizes and diamonds and gold.  Lions and tigers and bears – oh my!  I walk quickly!

