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This book is dedicated to all the Korean writers I represent who so generously shared their books and their country with me. And to all the skilled translators who make it possible for us to read these amazing works.
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Introduction: Welcome to Korea


한국에 오신 것을 환영합니다
Hangug-e osin geos-eul hwan-yeonghabnida


I stepped into Korea by a quirk of fate.


Twenty-two years ago, I set up my own literary agency in New York. I built up the business and my reputation off the back of my ability to discover new authors. But after twelve years, I was struggling to find writers that I could get truly passionate about – passion and love are the only things that drive me.


That spring, I met my Korean co-agent Joseph Lee for the first time when he came to visit New York. We had dinner together and I found him to be a charming, warm man with a great understanding of Western literature.


At an Italian restaurant, over pasta and red wine, I suddenly blurted out, “Don’t you have any hot, new young writers I can represent?”


At first, he looked quizzical, and then he smiled. “Yes, many!” he answered.


It turned out no one had asked him that question before. He had spent years selling international books into Korea, but never Korean books to the world.


He told me about a young author named Young-ha Kim and his book, I Have The Right to Destroy Myself. The title grabbed me instantly. He immediately called the author and within minutes I was speaking to him. His was the first Korean book I sold, and the beginning of it all.


In 2009, when twenty pages of an English translation of Korean author Kyung-sook Shin’s Please Look After Mom landed on my desk, I saw its enormous potential.


Her ground-breaking novel about a neglected mother was like nothing I had ever read, an overwhelmingly emotional, yet unsentimental mother’s story told from the points of view of her children and husband. The discovery was enthralling.


For me, Kyung-sook’s novel was also a rabbit hole into more Korean literature – and I happily dived in. I was particularly entranced with books authored by female writers, whose stories were original expressions of the repression, isolation and alienation of women. Here were books I desperately wanted to represent – yet there was resistance at first.


“What’s with you and all those Korean books no one has ever heard of?” publishers and editors constantly wondered. They had never encountered Korean literature and thought I was a bit nutty. Most people thought of Korea as North Korea, with its atomic bomb threats and mad totalitarian dictator sporting a shiny, black pudding-bowl haircut and a big belly.


But Kyung-sook’s book turned out to be the starter pistol. Please Look After Mom went on to become a New York Times bestseller, convincing publishers around the globe that readers were ready and hungry for Korean writers. (It has sold into 35 countries and in 2011, it won the Man Asian Prize).


I had found a cause, not just a job. I became obsessed with helping Korean authors get published around the world, and I am proud to say I succeeded. My client Hang Kang won the 2014 Booker Translation Prize for The Vegetarian. Yun Ko-eun was the first Korean to win the CWA Dagger Prize for Translated Fiction in 2020 for The Disaster Tourist, while Hye-young Pyun’s The Hole won the Shirley Jackson Prize in 2017.


I delighted too in discovering books by other male writers, including Un-su Kim’s The Plotters (longlisted for the Dublin Prize in 2020), J.M. Lee’s The Investigation and Broken Summer, and Bandi’s The Accusation.


Today, the Korean books I have discovered and represented have been published in more than 40 countries, with many sold for film and TV adaptation.


Through Korean literature, I found a renewed motivation as a literary agent. I was deeply honoured to be given an award from the Korean Ministry of Culture for my work in 2016, followed by the London Book Fair’s Literary Agent Award in 2017. Yet the greatest reward is every time a translated book of one of my authors arrives at my office. I love that feeling of excitement and discovery, opening a box posted from the other side of the world and finding the latest foreign edition to add to the shelves that line my office wall-to-wall. Korean literature is no longer unknown or strange. I have helped to give it the global recognition it deserves – one that is vibrant, diverse and profound. I am sure a Korean author will win the Nobel Prize for Literature one day soon.


After just a year of representing Korean books, I felt the country itself calling me. I set forth feeling like Indiana Jones – and I found the Lost Ark! The trip opened my eyes, heart and mind to the most fascinating, beautiful and inspiring people and landscapes I could ever imagine. Plus, there were no other Americans, no Brits, no Europeans, no tourists. I was the only blonde in a sea of dark-haired Koreans but I was made to feel completely at home.


I will never forget my first retreat in a Buddhist temple, high up in the mountains near Incheon. It sums up everything that made me fall in love with Korea. At the time, I was very anxious about my husband’s recent health scare and his need for a life-saving transplant. While taking tea with a Buddhist monk, I found myself in tears. The monk looked directly at me and said, “We are happy now.” He spoke firmly, so firmly, in fact, that I went from tears to laughter in a millisecond. “We are happy now” is what has motivated my own spiritual and mental transformation over the years. I have learned how to appreciate nature and simplicity, and how to be unconditionally supportive. I have learned that deep, forever pain is part of life but it can be subdued and transformed into motivation and contentment. Most importantly, I have found a renewed sense of happiness and energy.


“We are happy now” is a choice we can make, no matter the circumstances, and it has become my mantra.


.........


Korea is a miracle, and I don’t use that word lightly. In fact, it is known as “the miracle on the Han River” for its incredible transformation from one of the poorest nations to one of the richest in the world.


Their history of the last century begins with so much conflict and pain: the occupation by Japan in 1910, the partition of 1945, the war in 1950 and finally the ongoing DMZ (Demilitarised Zone) marking the divide between North and South. By the mid-1950s, the country was one of the poorest on the planet, its economy predominantly based on agriculture. But in the last 70 years, Korea has rebuilt itself from the ground up through a combination of innovative government reforms, a high-quality education system and a dedicated, hardworking labour force. Its booming industries in cars, shipping, tech, electronics and yes, pop music, have transformed it into one of Asia’s “tiger” economies and the tenth largest in the world.


Beyond being an economic powerhouse, Korea has what in Hollywood they call the “it” factor. Thanks to its prize-winning books, films, television and music, today Korean culture is on everyone’s radar. Whether you are in London, New York, Stockholm or Tokyo and you have seen the K-pop bands BTS and Blackpink, or the dramas Squid Game and Parasite, you are experiencing hallyu – the “Korean wave”.


The work ethic and fortitude of the Korean people are an inspiration. Yet I learned, as you will, that this progress and accomplishment is also due to something that goes beyond hard work and national pride, a secret that lies centuries deep.


The soul of Korea and the secret to its success and happiness is down to the people’s devotion to the Confucian values of family, community, harmony and ritual, as well as the philosophies of han, heung and jeong – resilience, joy and the art of giving. These philosophies, born of the culture and often referenced in traditional Korean stories, poems, and music, make up the DNA of Korean life.


Han is difficult to define as it is a highly subjective term with many interpretations. It is both a celebration of grit, a reverence for effort and persistence, as well as a feeling of melancholy arising from a history of occupation, war and the separation of North and South. Koreans recognise that in life we can experience intense personal and national struggles, and that deep sorrow should be acknowledged.


A Korean friend summed it up this way: “Han is not just a feeling of pain and suffering; it is the energy that propelled Korea forward after the war, and in that sense it was a positive. It transformed us.”


Heung is that incredible feeling of joy you experience at family gatherings, being out in nature, enjoying a cup of pine needle tea, or reading a great book.


And jeong is the art of giving without expecting anything in return, of prioritising the wellbeing of your family, friends, community and country, along with your own. It’s loyalty and community. Jeong is the invisible thread that binds us all together.


.........


Korea has called me back many times, and each time I have explored and experienced new wonders, made new friends and deepened my relationship with the country and myself. I have been extraordinarily lucky to have my friend and author Kyung-sook Shin take me to places tourists rarely see, destinations I can now share with you. Each trip, each encounter, in Korea positively changed my life, and I hope reading about it might have a wonderful effect on you too.


Through these pages I invite you to take a trip with me to soak up the majesty and splendour of a country forged by grit, joy and a strong sense of community. We will travel from the vibrant capital Seoul, to meet with Buddhist nuns in the mountains; we will walk through the spy tunnels at the DMZ; explore the tropical island of Jeju, home to the inspirational octogenarian female divers, haenyeo; and share a big pot of delicious ginseng chicken soup sitting on straw mats on the floor of a restaurant surrounded by lotus flower fields.


After experiencing each new destination, you will learn the lessons that will make your life happier and more fulfilling, as they have mine. To finish off each chapter, I have included a mouth-watering traditional Korean recipe, kindly provided by some of my Korean friends for you to cook and enjoy.


I hope you will become enchanted by the beauty I have found in Korea and be inspired to visit too.


Enjoy the trip!
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Greetings and Communication


인사말 그리고 소통
Insamal geurigo sotong


Welcome to Seoul, the hottest city in Asia


Seoul feels like a mash-up of New York, Hong Kong, Paris, London, Shanghai and Tokyo. It’s a city of paradoxes: one of the most bustling, modern cities in the world while also ancient and full of green spaces of tranquillity. Futuristic skyscrapers sit beside age-old Buddhist temples, forests of neon signs, highways, underpasses and overpasses sprawl out among mountains and rivers. With over 10 million inhabitants, the traffic never stops, the energy never dwindles. Seoul is the pumping heart of Korea, the capital where everything is happening.


Here you can eat the best dumplings in the world, shop like you never have before and learn how a Korean massage and snail facial can change your life. You can visit nature in all its glory walking among the cherry blossoms along the Han River, without ever leaving the city.


On my first visit to Seoul, given I knew little about Korea other than its books, I decided to make the Westin Chosun Hotel my base of operations. Surrounded by embassies, royal palaces, Buddhist temples and majestic mountains, the Chosun is not just South Korea’s most historic hotel but also its most iconic. Built in 1914, it was designed as a luxury European-style hotel, with a royal suite, a crystal chandelier from Tiffany’s and Irish linen bedsheets. Presidents and dignitaries have stayed there; Marilyn Monroe visited. It was the height of sophistication, beauty and serenity then, and today it still is – although in a different guise, since most of the original four-storey building was demolished in the late 60s. The old-world glamour has been replaced by a modern, elegant five-star hotel: its marble-floored lobby bursting with floral arrangements, picture windows looking out from the bedrooms onto tranquil gardens and a Buddhist shrine, and – my favourite feature – a wonderful spa, where I experienced the most heavenly massage.


The minute I walked into the Chosun, my heartbeat slowed and I relaxed. Seoul is a bustling city, and the hotel provided me with instant respite, combining traditional Korean charm with modern luxury.


While I was there, I needed to entertain both the press and my authors, and there seemed no better place for this. The smart and incredibly accommodating staff helped me plan and arrange everything, from drinks with authors to an overnight stay at the oldest temple in the country and a trip to the demilitarised zone. Very quickly, the hotel had become my personal assistant, and then something deeper: it became my portal to Korea…


Within walking distance of the hotel sits Deoksugung Palace, one of five grand palaces built by the kings of Korea’s Joseon dynasty, who ruled from 1392 to 1910. You can walk through the many buildings that make up the Deoksugung Palace: the banquet pavilion, the Jeukjodang Hall (rebuilt following a fire), where the kings were crowned, and then cross the famed Geumcheongyo Bridge; built in 1411, it is the oldest surviving in Seoul. Three times a day in front of the Daehanmun Gate, there is a changing of the royal guard, which re-enacts the ceremony that took place during the early Joseon era (often compared to the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace) – it is a must-see. Wearing traditional royal uniforms in bold blue, red and yellow and carrying flags, the guards march to the sound of rousing horns and drums. After some parading, the two shifts of guards exchange a password for verification before ending with some dramatic drumming and bellowing of orders as they swap positions. It is a great opportunity to experience a historical scene.


But the palace is not just for tourists; it’s become a favourite destination for Korean women to connect with their heritage by dressing up in their traditional costume, hanbok – a short jacket tied with a ribbon and a colourful, long billowing skirt worn over five to seven layers of undergarments. For me, this reverence for the past through dress personifies the art of heung (joy) and jeong (community). (See Chapter 9 for how the hanbok is being incorporated into current fashion trends.)


Moments from Deoksugung Palace you can find its counterpoint: retailer Lotte’s flagship store – think Harrods times a thousand! This was my introduction to Korean luxury shopping and opulent lifestyles, the perfect embodiment of the country’s modern economic success.


On that first trip to Seoul, I was on a whirlwind of new sensations every hour of every day. All my senses were stimulated by the city: the smells wafting from kitchens, the aromas from the exotic teas, the sounds of Buddhist gongs reverberating amid the traffic and buzz of humanity. I found having a beautiful, serene home to return to every night gave me the energy and confidence to be adventurous in exploring the city.


The Westin Chosun Seoul
Address: 106, Sogong-ro, Jung-gu, Seoul
Website: www.echosunhotel.com





Deoksugung Palace
Address: Sejong-daero 99, Jung-gu, Seoul
Website: deoksugung.go.kr


Menage à Trois


If, like me, you visit Korea without being able to speak Korean, you will experience a linguistic menage à trois. Since most Koreans do not speak English, or any other language for that matter. In this regard, Korea seems unusual; even its most famous writers, along with the majority of the publishing community, do not speak English.


When I travel with Kyung-sook Shin, she always invites a friend of hers along to interpret. It is the same with all my authors. An interpreter makes the conversation seamless, there are no misunderstandings and it also adds a fun factor. Three is a party!


When my novel The J.M. Barrie Ladies’ Swimming Society was published in Korea, I was invited to speak at an event in Gunpo, a city that promotes book reading culture. Anton Hur, a young English-speaking interpreter was hired to accompany me. I was impressed by his ability to translate my speech since I am a fast talker – a New Yorker down to my bones!


On the drive back to Seoul, I learned that Anton was also a literary translator and asked if he was interested in translating Kyung-sook’s book The Court Dancer. Anton confessed Kyung-sook was his idol and jumped at the chance. It turned out to be the beginning of a beautiful relationship and since then he has translated all her books. Today, he is probably the most famous translator of Korean literature, shortlisted for the International Booker Prize, as well as a novelist in his own right.


While I think it’s a good idea if you are going to Korea to have a translator by your side, these days, communication has been made much easier thanks to Google Translate. I often find shopkeepers take out their phones and ask me to speak into them – seconds later my questions are translated into Korean.


Google Translate has become an incredible tool when travelling in Korea, or anywhere really, but I still prefer a human being!


Etiquette lessons


Before you can really experience Seoul and Korea, it’s important to understand its customs and etiquette, some of which date back 5000 years and are steeped in the Confucian principles of respect for elders and community harmony. Although Koreans will generally accept any cultural faux pas made by visitors, it is much better to be informed so you can make a good impression. Trust me on this – I learned the hard way!


I once arranged an early-morning Zoom meeting with a very important Korean publisher. I was in New York and had to wake up at 5am for the call. After drinking lots of coffee and putting on a business suit and make-up, I was ready. My Korean associate, Sue, acted as the interpreter. The meeting lasted almost an hour. I thought it went well, that I had established a good rapport for future business. Later, to my horror, Sue received a letter from the publisher suggesting I had been rude and that she would never do business with me. I was flabbergasted. I thought it had gone brilliantly!


Sue understood what had happened. She explained that in conversation, I am animated and gesticulate with my hands a lot. (I am not Italian, but I could be!) She told me that waving hands when talking is insulting in Korean culture, and by doing so, I had inadvertently disrespected the publisher. Apologies were offered and everything was smoothed over, but I learned a lesson I won’t forget.


Sometimes, miscommunication in Korea can lead to major consequences. Several years ago, I agreed to represent a harrowing and poetic book, The Accusation, by a North Korean using the pseudonym Bandi. It was a collection of short stories about the lives of ordinary people under the dictatorship. Written in secret between 1989 and 1995, the book was smuggled out of the country in 2013. The people who facilitated this cannot be identified for security reasons. But I did have the honour of meeting the North Korean woman (who had escaped to the South) and was now translating the book from North Korean dialect. (She divulged how North Korean culture has been frozen in time since the war.)


We enjoyed a wonderful meal along with my Korean agent and publishers. I elected myself as party photographer. I was so overcome with excitement that before going to bed, I sent a photo to my husband and sister. The next morning, my husband called from New York. He told me that my sister had woken him in the middle of the night in a panic, worried that I might post the pictures on social media. (I had not.)


“Barbara will get herself killed! The North Koreans will be after her. Tell her not to post any pictures on Facebook or any social media.”


 I laughed at her typical over-reaction and texted that I hadn’t posted anywhere. She was already upset that I was handling the book, nervous that my life could be in peril.


Later I told my Korean agent what had happened, and he agreed it would have been dangerous to post the images, as the translator’s family was in North Korea and could become a target. Sometimes posting on social media can have real-life costs. Given we all live our lives online, it’s only natural to want to share and post in the moment. But it’s still important to check first.


Koreans are very willing to meet you more than halfway if you don’t speak the language. When my friend Gabriella and I made a trip to attend the Seoul Book Fair, we decided to explore an area of the city unknown to us. For lunch, we found a tiny, modest café run by three generations of Korean women, with the grandmother standing over a huge pot and continuously stirring. It felt perfectly authentic. There was one problem: we do not speak Korean and the menu had no English translation. This was before Google translate was up and running. It was only as we were being handed the menu that Gabriella reminded me that she was deathly allergic to fish. Many Korean dishes are made with a fish sauce, so this was serious. How were we going to explain it to our hosts? It was time to summon all my communication skills.


Picture this: I am pretending to be a fish, my arms extended as if I am swimming, my eyes and mouth opened wide. I move my hand in a line over my neck as if I am cutting my throat and then I collapse dramatically onto the floor. “No fish.” I say, “Fish kills.”


Gabriella is in hysterics, the waitress is laughing, and now Grandma chef has come to watch.


It wasn’t an Oscar-winning performance, but after everyone had stopped laughing, the women nodded; they understood perfectly. They appreciated my effort and weren’t insulted that I didn’t speak Korean. Shortly after, they served us a delicious bowl of noodles filled with lots of green vegetables. We not only made some wonderful friends there that day, but Gabriella ate healthfully and didn’t end up in hospital!


Learning to communicate (or improvise) is as critical as your passport in any country you visit. But the stakes can be higher in Korea because the customs and etiquette woven into daily life there are more elaborate than what you may be familiar with.


So whether you are going to Korea as a tourist or for business, mastering the customs is not just a sign of respect; it’s your first key to the country.
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