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Interview with Quan Nguyen, co-

founder and CMO of SAY

SAY is a startup dedicated to Korean

language tutoring, but with a twist -- all of

their tutors are Korean retirees. Originally

founded with the goal of connecting people

across cultures and generations, SAY has

been growing steadily since the company

got its start in 2017. Quan Nguyen, co-

founder and CMO of SAY, sat down with

Jenna Gibson to discuss the company, the

startup scene in Korea, and his own

experiences living in Seoul starting out as a

Fulbright researcher and ending up as a

company co-founder.

EDITOR 'S  NOTE

sayspeak ing .com

Please introduce yourself and tell us how you came to live in Korea.
 

My name is Quan Nguyen. I am Vietnamese-American.  I grew up in the States and went to school

there.  I studied politics and journalism at the University of Pennsylvania.  After that, I came to Korea

on a Fulbright scholarship in 2014 to study Korean education models. That was where I met my co-

founder, who is Korean.  We hit it off and decided to turn our non-profit project, Seniors and Youth,

which was primarily a pen-pal system between retired Koreans as tutors and students around the

world, into a full-fledged social startup, now known as SAY.  continued on page 7

QUAN  NGUYEN ,  CO -FOUNDER  AND  CMO  

OF  SAY

https://www.sayspeaking.com/


Pachinko
A  BOOK  REVIEW  BY  

SUSAN  LEWALLEN

Min Jin Lee’s personal history of how her father

came to accept her marriage to a man who is half

Japanese says so much about her wisdom and

heart – and it brought me to tears. Here is a

woman with the deep experiences in life

necessary to write a book like Pachinko.
 

Pachinko is an epic spanning four generations of

Koreans. The first generation, a man and wife,

gets a fairly short description. Their daughter,

Sunja, is the sole member of the second

generation. She moves to Japan in 1933 and the

rest of the book is divided roughly into equal

parts to describe her life there and the lives of her

children and grandchildren.

 

The book details many of the derogatory attitudes

and the legal discrimination of the Japanese

against Koreans living there, even as they are

exploited for their strong work ethic and

willingness to do menial tasks the Japanese don’t

want to do. Life is hard and people are hungry.

The characters are believable with realistic flaws

and the range of issues covered – human

emotions as well as societal norms -- is vast. The

resourcefulness of the women stands out, at odds

with the inferior status they occupy in both

Korean and Japanese societies.

 

The author uses an omniscient narrator, letting us

into multiple minor characters’ minds as well as

the lives of the main characters. She’s stated that

she thinks this is an essential technique for telling

a realistic story and she manages it without

creating distractions – but it does make for a long

and detailed book. The story unrolls slowly; this is

literary fiction and not an action-packed thriller. I

admit to wishing she’d moved a bit faster

through the events of the grandchildren’s lives. 
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Lee admits to working on the book for 27 years. The

first version was inspired by the story of a middle

school Korean boy in Japan who committed

suicide because of bullying. It took nearly 10 years

to write, but she wasn’t happy with it. Later, when

she went to live in Japan for a few years, she

interviewed a number of ethnic Koreans living

there and realized she’d got it all wrong. It’s a

tribute to her integrity and insistence on accuracy

in describing social issues that she started over,

radically revising the book.

 

For Friends of Korea readers, the fraught history of

Korean and Japan will be known, but that will

make the story's details all the more interesting. For

anyone who isn't aware of the history, Pachinko
will provide a fascinating lesson. 

Min Jin Lee, Author of Pachinko
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A Letter from the President
GERRY  KRZIC

I hope your autumn has been a good one.

 

I am starting this letter from a hotel overlooking the

Inchon airport on a very early Sunday morning – time

and place courtesy of a thirteen-hour, over-the-pole

flight from DC.  But even my jet lag can’t suppress

my excitement for the our fall FOK events.

 

First, we had the Returned Peace Corps Volunteer

(RPCV) Revisit to Korea in mid-October when

approximately thirty RPCVs and their guests enjoy a

week-long program of  lectures, excursions, and the

always exciting trip back to former schools and

health clinics. FOK is appreciative of the Korea

Foundation and its continuing support in hosting this

event.

Then, on Saturday, November 2, we had our annual meeting and public program titled

“Appreciating the Past and Anticipating the Future” in San Jose, California. Here are a just

a few of the program highlights:

 



a fresh look on Korea by a panel of FOK’s up-and-coming “next gen” members who

participated in the Project Bridge Youth Ambassador program; 

a guaranteed-to-be-entertaining keynote presentation on “Global K Pop” by Dr. Dafna

Zur of Stanford University;

the presentation of the Kevin O’Donnell Distinguished Friend of Korea Award to two

outstanding recipients, Dr. Bruce Ballard and Ms. Sook Nyul Choi.   

 

 

 

Finally, I hope you enjoy this edition of our newsletter.  I believe it also has a little bit of

everything – from literature to current events.  And remember, the holiday season will 

soon be upon us – consider a tax-deductible gift of an FOK membership for a friend or

colleague. 

 

Best regards,

 

 

Gerry Krzic

President, Friends of Korea

Do you know a Peace Corps Kid?

Julie Early Sifuentes, founder of the affiliate group Peace Corps Kids, is looking

for people and families to participate in a book project. Julie, whose father

served in Peru in the 60s and whose mother is Peruvian, started the affiliate

group Peace Corps Kids one year ago. The group is building community among

multicultural people and families who have come together through the Peace

Corps experience. The group has grown really fast with members who have

family roots in 20 countries so far. 

 

The book will be a compilation of essays, interviews and photos that reflect the

experiences of multicultural people and families. The project is focused on

growing up in a multicultural household, and so the focus is on Peace Corps

Kids who have one parent who was a PCV and one parent, a HCN. You can see

some examples of these stories at peacecorpskids.com.
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PLEASE  CONTACT  JUL IE  AT

JUL IE@PEACECORPSKIDS .COM

I F  YOU  HAVE  ANY  QUEST IONS

OR  ARE  INTERESTED  IN

PARTIC IPAT ING .

The Girl with Seven Names: 
A North Korean Defectors Story
A  BOOK  REVIEW  BY  SUSAN  LEWALLEN

Hyeonseo Lee, an activist living in Seoul, is a defector from Nork Korea, but she's unusual. She

is a defector-by-default, rather than a desperate refugee fleeing the DPRK. She lived a

relatively happy, priveleged childhood in Hyesan, on the Yalu River border with China. She

describes the pines and beautiful snowy mountains and the satisfaction of belonging to a

loving family and "the best country on Earth." Matter-of-factly, she also tells of ritual worship

of the Great and the Dear Leaders and the pervasive indoctrination rituals all North Koreans

experience. 

 

She doesn't intend to defect, but as a restless 17-year-old, one night she slips across the Yalu

River into China, just to see what's there. She makes her way to relatives in Shenyang, where

she enjoys a month of good food and simple freedoms, oblivious to the potential

consequences of her actions on her family. Remorse hits when she realizes she can't go back.

After two years, under pressure to accept her loveless marriage, she runs away. 

 

The story is jam-packed with details of Lee's running, hiding, and close calls, as she tries to

pass as Chinese for ten years. She attempts to arrange a reunion with her family, which

results in harrowing episodes of extortionists, human traffickers and too many betrayals to

keep track of. She learns to trust no one. The story flips rapidly between tales of terrible bad

luck to accounts of astonishing good luck. She's portrayed as smart, daring, and courageous

as she develops a talent for the daily deceptions she must practice. In her late twenties, she

makes it to South Korea, but there, she succumbs to despondency over her family. She

determines to smuggle her brother and mother out of DPRK via Laos. It's up and down again,

with too many details and changes of fortune to recount. 5
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Lee's descriptions of the North Korean state provides

lessons in how people can be manipulated and degraded.

The Kim dynasty makes all citizens complicit in their

brutal rule by ensuring that everyone terrorizes the people

under them. No kindness is wasted on strangers.

Simplistic answers to questions create an incurious

population that does not think critically. It's heart

wrenching to read how an entire population is

dehumanized. It requires years of exposure to the world

outside the DPRK to chisel away Lee's belief in the

superiority of her country and to overcome her reluctance

to "betray" it. 

 

The book is so dense with detail that it can be hard to

keep the events straight, even though it's told mostly in

chronological order. Sometimes I had trouble reconciling

the number of years spent in some place with her age. The

co-author (and presumably ghost writer) David John is a

thriller-writer, and perhaps that's why too many chapters

end with dramatic hints of disaster on the horizon. This

became annoying and is hardly necessary to maintain

tension in a story that already contains plenty of harrowing

events.

 

I was surprised to hear Lee say in a TED talk that she'd

been sent to China to live with relatives due to the famine.

This statement is completely at odds with the story in the

book. Although few reviews have been critical, focusing on

the issues above, for the most part this book has been

highly praised. I read it twice, months apart and the

criticisms above didn't occur to me until the second

reading. And I have to admit even the second time, I

finished the epilogue deeply moved. 
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About Susan Lewallen, reviewer 

Susan Lewallen has always been an

avid reader. She worked in medicine

for twenty years in various countries

of eastern and southern Africa and

her experiences in the health systems

there, plus a curiosity for what makes

people alike and different across

cultures, motivated her to write her

first novel, Crossing Paths.  It's now

available on amazon at amazon.com

susan lewal len .com

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0999198963/ref
https://www.susanlewallen.com/


What was it that sparked this idea?  What drew you to working with
seniors in particular?
 

There were several things.  First, as a language-learner myself, I always look

for innovative ways to see language in a different light other than homework

or something I have to read in a book. I felt the best way was to learn was

from a native speaker.  I had many Korean friends and worked as a volunteer

for a Korean NGO, so I had exposure to the language, but not from the

perspective of the elderly. I know the elderly have witnessed Korea over a

lifetime and how quickly it has changed.  I thought that perspective would

be very valuable in language-learning.  Based on my personal experience, I

also realized that the Korean elderly are very patient.  The ones I know are

totally fine with just listening to me ramble and make mistakes and help

me with my language skills. 

 

Second, my SAY co-founder and I have always been passionate about

empowering the senior community in Korea.  Korea has the fastest aging

society in the world, with nearly 14 percent of the population 65 years and

older.  Many seniors also retire early. This means they have nearly 20 years of

life to contribute to society or do something active with their lives.  This puts

a lot of pressure on the social welfare system.  We wondered how we could

engage this segment of society.  Our idea was to help them become paid

tutors, creating sustainable jobs for them and at the same time provide a

valuable service for students around the world who want native-speaker

language partners to help them learn Korean well enough to use it in daily

life.

 

Finally, I thought about my grandparents in the States.  I thought our idea of

having elders teach their native language to younger language-learners

would be a great way to connect an older generation with a younger

generation. They could learn from each other.  I think that’s the beauty of

SAY – once you make that connection you realize that you have a lot in

common -- and through Korean, you can connect with each other more.

 

What was it like starting a business in Korea?
 

It was very tough. My partner and I had thought about turning the project,

which really was just a hobby, into a startup. It was something we were

doing out of pure passion for the idea of helping others. But then we

realized that sustainability is really important in any organization, whether

it’s non-profit or a profit-driven model. To make it sustainable, we had either

to go into the direction of an NGO or create an actual business model out of

it.  However, we realized the environment for NGOs wasn’t favorable, mainly

because we’d be so reliant on grants. We didn’t want that. We saw a market

opportunity and wanted to test that first. We decided to go with a social

enterprise route. 
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Interview with Quan Nguyen, continued.



At the time there were only two of us, but we had a lot of friends who

helped us and believed in what we were trying to do.  We benefitted from a

lot of mentorship and joined competitions to pitch our ideas.  That’s where

we got some of our initial seed funding.  We also used our own money and

our parents’ money. 

 

Instead of going all out right away, we tested our proposal, taking it slow

and making sure we understood exactly what users needed and wanted.  In

startup terminology, that’s called an MVP, or a minimal viable product.  With

help from professors at Yonsei and Princeton universities to build

curriculum, we developed SAY into a video tutoring program.  Once we had

the tutoring program in place, we scaled up the business. 

 

It’s crucial for any business to test out a basic, bare-bones version of its

proposal to see if it works.  If the market responds well, then you build up on

it, create more features and then scale it up. We did that for about six

months, involving prototyping, a lot of market research, user research and

testing.  When we realized that our product was generating revenue and

that people liked the product, we built on top of that.  For the first year, we

pivoted into a startup. 

 

As a non-Korean, it’s very tough because if you want to work as a startup,

you have to have a startup visa.  I was teaching English full-time at a hagwon

a full-time English teacher.  I was also working on this startup during the

late evenings into the wee hours of the night with my partners.  In addition, I

was taking Korean classes from the government to improve my Korean skills

to a certain proficiency so that I could pass the exam.

 

Based on our long journey to where SAY is today, I see the experience from

two perspectives. As a startup co-founder and business owner, you go

through the long journey of building from nothing.  You have to understand

the fundamentals:   Keep the vision alive, see the big picture and don’t rush

it.  Go one step at a time, don’t just try to jump from A to Z right away, so

that you don’t overwhelm yourself.  As a foreigner, know that no one is here

to teach you.  You have to understand the legal system, your rights, make

sure you get the right visa and understand the paperwork, which is really

important for an expat living here. 

 

I’ve been working at SAY for about five years, since its inception as a

volunteer organization and now as an award-winning startup. My current

role at SAY is Chief Marketing Officer.  I’m in charge of all the marketing and

sales strategies.  I have to be creative.  I work with our product and build our

brand.  I also spread awareness about what SAY is, helping students learn

about what we provide so they can see it as a potential solution to what

they need in terms of language-learning.  I do all the videos, interview

students, and with the community, make sure that our students are well-

served by listening to them and what they say they need.  With that

feedback, we create a product that’s based on what our students want.
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What kinds of students are typically using SAY to learn Korean?
 

We target communities where there’s exposure to a lot of Koreans,

including LA and New York.  Many of our students are people who purely

enjoy learning a new language for the challenge and the fun of it.  Others do

it for the cultural exposure.  They love K-pop and K-dramas. They want to be

able to engage more with their idols and understand what they’re saying or

singing, not just listen to it and read subtitles. 

 

A lot of SAY students do it for family reasons. They’re second- or third-

generation Korean-American and don’t feel they’re connecting with their

grandparents.  They want to be able to learn the language so they can

communicate with them to maintain their Korean heritage.  

 

Finally, others learn Korean through SAY for educational or career reasons. 

Some are doing university research on some aspect of Korea.  Some know

they’re going to be working in Korea one day or plan to work for a Korean

company outside Korea.  Some plan on a career in the foreign policy area

and think Korea’s going to be a major focus. 

 

Are there any fun stories you can share from your students and tutors?
 

A few months ago, one of our students, who lives and works in Washington,

DC, had been studying with her SAY teacher for about six months.  The two

were an unlikely pair.  We didn’t know if they would get along, but they did. 

She sent him a nice Christmas card and they agreed to meet up in Seoul. 

When they met in person, they hit it off so well they were like best buddies. 

It was wonderful to see two people of different cultures and such different

age brackets realize that they shared a love for the Korean language and

culture. 

 

The SAY experience now is more than tutoring.  It’s also forming friendships. 

That is incredible to us, and so exciting, because it’s always been our core

mission to bridge culture and generations. This is the best investment, in

people. When we see the bonds, when we see the friendships and the

connection, for us that’s why we do what we do. 

 

What are some next steps for SAY?
 

We recently won a big grant from Cartier. [Editor’s note: Yes, the jewelry

store actually! They run a women’s entrepreneurship grant contest that SAY

won - cartierwomensinitiative.com

 

We’re reinvesting the grant money into SAY to build our team.  We’re going

to l hire a chief technology officer in the coming months, build the

infrastructure, improve features that students have requested and make

sure the entire SAY experience is smooth for our teachers and our students.  
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Right now, our process is manual and my co-founder and I are doing it all,

including answering lots of emails and helping customers one at a time. 

We need to make our process less manual, especially as we grow and

scale.  We need a system that’s like a well-oiled machine.  Reinvesting in

the product, in the platform, will help us do that.  That’s our goal for the

coming months – build a team, build a better product, and make sure

that our users are happy. That’s very important for us. It’s been a really

great journey so far.

 

How do you see the environment in Korea for those interested in
living or working there?
 

I’ve lived here for seven years.  My Korean friends ask me, “Why are you still

here?” Most of them are pessimistic. They think life here is limited because

Korea is a small market, a small country, too competitive, too polluted

and getting worse.  I’m definitely not immune to that jaded view.  I see

that and I agree. 

 

But for me, a Vietnamese-American who lived in the States for a long

time, I do see opportunities here. For example, Korea is doing more

business with Vietnam and investing a lot of money in Vietnam.  At the

same time, there’s a growing wave of international students from Vietnam

coming to Korea to study. So, opportunities on both the education and

the business side are growing.  I feel that I’m at the intersection of three

cultures and I want to leverage my background. This is my own personal

experience; I can’t say it would be the same for everyone.  That’s why I

stay. 

 

If you’re into innovation and technology, Korea will be one of the very first

countries to have 5G.  If you’re into cryptocurrency, there’s a huge

blockchain community here.  If you’re just interested in just living abroad

in Asia, Korea’s not bad. It’s a safe country overall.  It’s expensive to live

here, I’m not going to lie.  But if you want to be an entrepreneur, I see

opportunities here. 

 

If you’re a budding entrepreneur and see Asia as a potential market,

Korea’s a great test-bed. The government provides money and space for

expats and international people to start their businesses here. They even

give out startup visas, the most incredible thing for people who are

business-minded.  The money is around if you think you have a great idea

and a great team.  You can leverage that. The Korean market itself is

unique in the sense that it’s small enough but it’s also large enough to

test out your ideas. 

 

Korean people respond really quickly to new products. They’re very active

on social media, very trendy, and if the product is great, it’s going to be a

huge hit. That’s a great sign for future opportunities here. If you’re

interested in culture or technology, now is a great time to come to Korea

and take advantage of the resources.  I’m very optimistic about business

here. 
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For more information, please visit their website: sayspeaking.com
 

Jenna Gibson is a PhD student in the Department of Political Science at the University of

Chicago, specializing in International Relations. She has been a Board member of Friends

of Korea since 2016. Jenna is a regular contributor to the Korea column for The Diplomat

and has also written about Korean social issues for Foreign Policy.

Jenna Gibson, PhD student,

University of Chicago
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An Introduction to Modern Korean Literature:

By Bruce Fulton

SOME  CLASSICS  TO  START

Modern Korean literature is often cited as dating from 1908 (in the case of poetry), when Ch’oe

Namsŏn’s poem “From the sea to the boys” (Hae egesŏ sonyŏn ege) was published in the

magazine Boys (Sonyŏn), and from 1917 (in the case of fiction), when Yi Kwangsu’s novel

Heartlessness (Mujŏng) was serialized in the Maeil shinbo, a daily newspaper. Like many

historical benchmarks, this dating is somewhat arbitrary. However, it is useful to think of

modern Korean literature in terms of a century of literary production while also keeping in

mind that this body of literature represents a millennia-old literary tradition.

 

Modern Korean literature came of age when Korea was a colony of imperial Japan, (1910-1945).

Western literary models arrived in Korea by way of a cohort of young Korean writers and

scholars who attended university in Japan. Among these models, the realist short story fiction

pioneered by Russian and French writers such as Chekhov and Maupassant was seized upon

by fiction writers as a convenient vehicle for writing of the class conflict, penury, and limited

life opportunities of colonial subjects. For poetry, the imagist and symbolist poets of Britain,

Ireland, and France were influential. Modern Korean theater drama, by contrast, did not come

into its own until after liberation from Japanese colonial rule in 1945.

 

Fiction
 

Korean fiction writers mastered the new short story form in an astonishingly short time, and

there is a wealth of short fiction from the 1920s and 1930s that has stood the test of time.

http://sayspeaking.com/


A variety of voices, subject matter, and literary styles are evident: Hyŏn Chin’gŏn’s

slices-of-life from colonial Korea; Yŏm Sangsŏp’s naturalist stories; the earthiness of

Kim Yujŏng; works charting Yi Hyosŏk’s transition from urban activism to rural

tradition; the oral quality of Ch’ae Manshik, inheritor of the p’ansori tradition

originating in his native Chŏlla Province (p’ansori is a performance, originally

outdoors in an open space, partly spoken and partly sung by a single individual, of a

story known by all); Ch’oe Chŏnghŭi and Kang Kyŏngae writing of colonial subjects

who also faced the challenge of being female in a traditional patriarchal society.

 

The 1930s witnessed the emergence of arguably the most accomplished short-story

writer of modern Korea, Hwang Sunwŏn and of Kim Tongni, upheld by many as the

writer who best portrays the Korean ethos. The mid 1930s also marked the shutdown

by colonial authorities of a decade of proletarian literature dealing  with class

conflict, labor unrest, and the exodus from the farms to the capital and outside the

Korean Peninsula.

 

From early on, the literary critics, scholars, and writers who constitute the Korean

literature power structure have tended to look down their noses at novels, which

carry the stigma of newspaper serialization and “mass appeal, which is ironic in light

of colonial Korea’s literacy rate of only about 10 percent. Even so, the relatively few

novels from the colonial period that have been translated into English are engaging

as novels of manners, as popular as family sagas of the Chosŏn period (1392-1910).

Good examples are Yŏm Sangsŏp’s Three Generations (Samdae, 1931), Kang

Kyŏngae’s From Wŏnso Pond (In’gan munje, 1934), Ch’ae Manshik’s Peace Under
Heaven (T’aep’yŏng ch’ŏnha, 1938), and Kim Namch’ŏn’s Scenes from the
Enlightenment (Taeha, 1939).

 

Among the great accomplishments of modern Korean literature are the

multivolume sagas that are records of the underclasses of Chosŏn times (Hong

Myŏnghŭi’s Im Kkŏkchŏng [1928-39] and Hwang Sŏgyŏng’s Chang Kilsan [1974-84]),

both of which feature a historical bandit leader; panoramas of modern Korean

history and society (Pak Kyŏngni’s Land [T’oji, 1969-93]; revisionist history (Cho

Chŏngnae’s The T’aebaek Mountains [T’aebaek sanmaek, 1983-89]), and in the case

of Ch’oe Myŏnghŭi’s Spirit Fire (Honpul, 1988-96), a cultural history of Korean women.

Regrettably but understandably, their length has tended to intimidate prospective

translators.

 

Postwar fiction refers generally to the fiction of the 1950s and early 1960s, when

much of the Korean landscape and psyche remained devastated by the recent civil

war. Representative of that era is Ch’oe Inhun’s The Square (Kwangjang, 1960),

possibly the first modern Korean novel to appear in English translation from a

publisher outside of Korea.
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The 1960s heralded the emergence of the Hangŭl Generation, the first writers in

modern Korea to be educated in their own language (the language of instruction in

colonial era schools was Japanese). Two fiction writers in particular, Ch’oe Inho and

Kim Sŭngok, brought a new sensibility to their works, departing from the tone of

gloominess that pervaded much of postwar fiction.

 

Women’s writing, stunted within the male-dominated Korean literature power

structure, made a breakthrough in the 1970s, thanks primarily to two very different

writers. Pak Wansŏ’s conversational, confessional tone endeared her to readers, who

heard in her empathic works stories of wartime trauma and societal change to

which they could immediately relate. She remains the “auntie next door” storyteller

of twentieth century Korea. O Chŏnghŭi for her part wrote of rips and gaps in the

fabric of a society transitioning from traditional multi-generation households in the

countryside to nuclear families confined in urban apartment complexes and

struggling with absences occasioned by desertion, divorce, wartime trauma, and

premature death.

 

The 1970s were also a high point of socially engaged fiction focusing on the

territorial division of the Korean peninsula, workplace abuses, paranoia occasioned

by the anti-Communist national security laws, and political restrictions implemented

during the Park Chung Hee dictatorship (1963-1979), as South Korea began its

transition from a third-world economy to one of the most wired nations on the

globe.

 

Trauma and psychosis are increasingly evident from the 1960s on, in the works of

authors such as Hwang Sunwŏn, Pak Wansŏ, O Chŏnghŭi, and Im Ch’ŏru.

 

Poetry

 

The earliest reference to Korea in the Chinese histories notes that the inhabitants of

the Korean Peninsula were fond of song and dance. It should come as no surprise,

then, that song and verse have remained the heart and soul of the Korean literary

tradition (and that they have been resurrected in the recent spread of K-pop music

worldwide). The author needs either to make it clear how they are or change the

wording so it’s clear to the reader.] Modern Korean poetry continues a tradition

whose written record dates back well over 1500 years and to an oral tradition

millennia older. Modern Korean poetry is well represented in English translation,

especially that of the lyrical Kim Sowŏl, the intertextual Sŏ Chŏngju, the

experimental Yi Sang, the prolific Ko Ŭn, and the wildly imaginative Kim Hyesun. 
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Modern poetry, like modern fiction and drama, has shown an activist streak from

time to time. Han Yongun, a Buddhist reformer and anti-Japanese activist during

the colonial era, wrote thinly veiled poems alluding to Korea’s anomalous position

as the first sovereign state in world history to be colonized by a non-Western

imperial power.

 

The modernist poet Kim Suyŏng in the 1960s authored a seminal essay, “Spit,

Poetry,” urging poets to engage with the realities of authoritarian government. Kim

Chiha reached back to the Korean oral tradition to write a collection of prose

poems, Five Bandits (Ojŏk), illustrated with woodcut prints of caricatures deriving

from traditional Korean mask-dance. Shattered by a bout in prison (several Korean

writers were imprisoned at least once during the decades of dictatorship), Kim

turned to environmental activism upon his release.

 

Poets such as Shin Kyŏngnim have turned to the minjung (“masses” or “collective”)

for inspiration. The work of Shin and the like-minded Yi Shiyŏng reflect strong

storytelling.

 

Drama

 

Paralleling the dominance in modern Korea of recorded literature over oral

literature, drama has for much of modern Korean literary history been consumed

and evaluated more as literature than as performance. Drama early in the colonial

period was heavily influenced by Japanese performance tradition and is not held in

high esteem by the literary establishment. Not until after liberation from Japan in

1945 did Korean drama come into its own.

 

Still, representative works were more likely to see the light of day in a literary journal

rather than being spot-lit in staged performance. Subject matter ranged from

Korean tradition (always a safe option in politically uncertain times) and

nationalism to accounts of wartime upheaval and societal changes.

 

Ch’ae Manshik and Ch’oe Inhun, already cited for their fiction, have left us with

important bodies of drama. Their plays tend likewise to be based in Korean

tradition and, like their fiction, are distinctly intertextual.

 

Two distinct paths were taken by playwrights O T’aesok and Yi Kangbaek, who

debuted in the 1960s and 1970s, respectively. O is relentlessly intertextual, mining

not only some of Korea’s best-loved stories, such as that of the filial daughter Shim

Ch’ŏng, but also Korean War outrages, including a massacre perpetrated in his

Ch’ungch’ŏng Province ancestral home, and notorious events from Chosŏn history.

Yi early on adopted allegory as a way to comment on life and society during the

Park Chung Hee and Chun Doo Hwan regimes. The story is well known of one of his

manuscripts returning from the government censor’s office blacked out in its

entirety except for the title. 14



Friends of Korea was founded by former Peace Corps volunteers who served

in the Republic of Korea, with the intent of renewing the "third goal" of the

Peace Corps, enabling people to people understanding between America 

and other countries.  It has since expanded its focus to include anyone with

an interest in enhancing cultural awareness of and friendship with Korea.

 Click the icons below to find us on social media or send us an email:

 contact@friendsofkorea.net

Bruce Fulton, PhD is the
inaugural occupant of the
Young-Bin Min Chair in Korean
Literature and Literary
Translation, Department of Asian
Studies, University of British
Columbia, and with Ju-Chan
Fulton has translated numerous
volumes of modern Korean
fiction into English.  Bruce served
as Peace Corps volunteer in
Korea in 1978-1979.
 

Interested in learning more? 
Click here to access an
extended list of resources
compiled by Dr Fulton.

About Bruce Fulton
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https://www.facebook.com/FoKorea
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJvx-0qiiQ4cC0n03sfIBzQ
http://friendsofkorea.net/
https://www.friendsofkorea.net/suggestions-for-further-reading.html

