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From the Administrator

You Have A Friend Here!

Vania Haam

I hope everyone is staying well and healthy despite the
current economy.

The economic downturn has affected most of us in one form
or another the past year and half.  And as it is the nature of our work 
for most of us being freelancers, the uncertainty about our future 
has gotten worse while the economy went deeper into recession.  

I don’t know how it is with most people, but I seem to get lonelier 
when things are not going well for me.  I guess…when things go well 
with a schedule full of appointments on my calendar, I have no time 
to feel lonely... 

Ups and downs in our careers come with being freelance
interpreters and translators.  So it is important to find a source
of strength and confidence when things are not going the way
we hope.

For me personally, I have learned to treasure my ‘down’ time –
it is when I get to slow down and think about the people and things 
that are dear to me.  My family is the source of my inspiration,
and my friends and colleagues are the driving force for my 
motivation. And it is also the best time to refocus my energy and 
catch up on the things I put aside such as building glossaries, 
updating my resume, or spending time with old friends.

What gives you strength and energizes you when things are tough?  

I hope you will consider KLD as one of the places you turn to when 
you are looking for opportunities to reconnect with old colleagues 
and boost morale. I want you to know that you have many good 
friends in KLD. So come join us in NYC this fall to network 
with colleagues and revitalize your career.  It will be an excellent 
opportunity to be energized with friendship, knowledge, and
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a whole lot of good food!
In preparation for this year’s conference in NYC, the KLD 
has submitted a full slate of wonderful proposals. Look for 
announcements on approved sessions by ATA soon.

I hope many of you will consider coming to NY this fall!

Kind regards, 

Vania Haam

ATA Korean Language Division 
Administrator

Vania Haam, a certified court interpreter in Washington State, 
works in state and federal courts, and for various government 
agencies.   Her interpreting and translation experiences cover 
a wide variety of fields and include interpreting for the State 
Attorney General’s Office, the Korean Consulate General’s Office, 
and press events involving the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade of Korea, and the US Trade Representative Office. Ms. 

Haam currently serves as the administrator of the ATA Korean Language Division, 
on the board of the Washington State Court Interpreters and Translators Society, 
and on the Conference Committee of the National Association of Judiciary 
Interpreters and Translators.
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From the Editor

This issue of Hangul Herald is a wonderful 
opportunity for our membership to begin thinking 
about our upcoming annual conference and 
election.  It includes information on the new 
KLD website by the Communication Committee, 
a Call for Nominations by our Nominating 
Committee, and New York City info by our 
Hospitality Committee. We also offer a practical 
and insightful article on translating business 
contracts by Professor K.S. Park of Korea University 
and a unique and interesting essay on Korean 
proverbs and culture by David Bannon. In the fall 
issue, we will include reports from the Conference 
Committee on sessions for the KLD members at 
the ATA Conference this year. I feel very proud 
that KLD is not just a name but a group that offers 
something substantial to its members. 

As the KLD newsletter editor, I want to thank all 
the committee members for contributing articles 
and for volunteering their valuable time and energy 
to the Korean Language Division. I understand that 
you all have to juggle families, bills and jobs!
I admire you for your commitment and I think that 
you all feel the same way. So I suggest that you write 
to Hangul Herald to let the committee members 
know how much you appreciate their work.
We would also love to know what you think about 
ATA, KLD and the newsletter. Please let us hear 
your voice!

Jisu Kim
Editor of Hangul Herald 

Jisu Kim has been a freelance interpreter/
translator since 1994. She is a certified court 
interpreter in New York State and a contract 
translator for the US State Department. She 
currently serves as the assistant administrator 
and newsletter editor of ATA’s Korean 
Language Division. Ms. Kim specializes 

in interpretation and translation for federal/state/municipal 
courts, law firms, financial institutions, entertainment groups, the 
IT industry, and government agencies. Her recent work includes 
translation and subtitling for documentary and drama series for 
CNN, HBO, CBS, PBS, and the Discovery Channel.

Submission Guidelines:

The Hangul Herald is the official newsletter of the 
Korean Language Division (KLD) of the American 
Translators Association (ATA). It is published up 
to four times a year and is constantly looking for 
contributors for the next issue. 

The Hangul Herald accepts and welcomes essays, reports, 
announcements, photos, etc. about all aspects of 
Korean language, interpretation, translation, education, 
history and culture. If you are aware of any events or 
activities related to the Korean language in your field, 
community, state or country, please share your ideas, 
thoughts, suggestions, and information with KLD 
members.

Please email articles in a Word file (1500 words or less) 
and photos in a jpeg file to Jisu Kim, the newsletter 
editor, at Korean.trans@hotmail.com any time. 

Articles should include the author’s name, a short 
biography (100 words or less), a photo, any appropriate 
copyright notes and other observations. 

Articles and photos are published on a space-available 
basis. They may be edited for brevity and clarity.

Articles, photos and bios appearing in Hangul Herald 
may also appear in other ATA and KLD publications, 
such as on its website and in the ATA Chronicle. All 
copyrights revert back to the author after publication.

Hangul Herald Submission Deadline:

Spring Issue: December 1
Summer Issue: May 1
Fall Issue: July 1



From the KLD Communication Committee

The KLD Moves up to Web 2.0*

By Steven S. Bammel

Since 2007, the KLD website has been based on 
Joomla, which is an open-source platform for 
dynamic content-based sites. However, updating 
things turned out to be much more difficult and 
time-consuming than expected and thus, it was 
problematic to provide news and information 
updates in a prompt and useful manner. This, in 
turn, kept us from achieving the vision we have 
for the KLD site, which is to be a central point 
of information, resources and interaction for the 
membership.

Taking advantage of one of the latest and greatest 
(not to mention, “freest”) services on the web, 
we have just completed the initial migration of 
the Korean Language Division website to Google 
Sites, which is based on a wiki-model. A wiki is a 
site where visitors, given the appropriate rights, 
can update content in real time, thus eliminating 
the bottleneck of having to send all site revision 
requests through a webmaster or web designer.

In fact, this approach is so easy that editors can 
quickly add, delete and move pages and content 
around through a simple web interface that doesn’t 
require a steep learning curve or special software. 
Not only that, the full range of Internet-based 
multimedia – such as YouTube, spreadsheets, 
calendars, slideshows and gadgets  – can be 
embedded into the site pages to be then kept 
updated through interactive linkages. And since 
this is a Google service, we can expect that the 
platform will be steadily improved in the future, 
opening up new opportunities that we haven’t even 
thought of yet.

While the new site is still not heavy on pretty 
graphics and fancy bells and whistles, we are 
off to a good start thanks to the efforts of the 

Communications Committee. And in the future, 
we hope to further “democratize” the process by 
recruiting more people to contribute their talents 
and time to the work of creating the best division 
website in the ATA.

Take a look at the new site at http://www.ata-
divisions.org/KLD/ and give us your feedback. In 
fact, you’ll see that adding your thoughts is as easy 
as leaving a comment on the bottom of a page. 

Steven S. Bammel, a graduate of the 
University of Texas at Arlington (B.B.A. 
Economics), worked in Seoul for nearly five 
years as an employee of LG International 
Corp. During that time, he promoted 
international business for several Korean 
companies and edited/translated hundreds 
of documents. He also learned about Asian 

business practices from the inside. Since returning from Korea to 
the US in early 1999, Steven has developed Korean Consulting 
& Translation Service, Inc. into a provider of Korean translation 
and consulting services to North American companies and 
translation agencies. He is the KLD webmaster and is diligently 
and steadily updating the site content on behalf of the 
Communications Committee. 

* The term “Web 2.0” refers to the latest wave of Internet services 
that facilitate greater collaboration and real-time interaction on 
the web.
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KLD Communication Committee! 

KLD Communication Committee was formed at 
the KLD Annual Meeting during 2008 ATA Annual 
Conference in Orlando, Florida in order to enhance 
communication among the KLD members through the 
newsletter, listserv and website of the Korean Language 
Division. KLD Communication is in the process of 
updating both layout design and content of KLD 
newsletter, listserv and website this year. If you have 
any suggestions/comments, please contact Jisu Kim, 
Chair of KLD Communication Committee any time at 
Korean.trans@hotmail.com
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KLD OFFICER FAQ

What are the officer duties?
The KLD Administrator and Assistant 
Administrator work together with volunteers to 
prepare the Division newsletter, recruit Division 
speakers for the ATA Annual Conference, and 
organize the Division’s annual networking event. 

Read more at: http://www.atanet.org/divisions/
division_officer_duties.php 

Why be a division leader?
Serving in a Division leadership role provides 
professional and personal opportunity.  Division 
officers often develop new skills, meet new 
colleagues, and make useful business connections.

Read more at: http://www.atanet.org/divisions/
division_elections_2009.php 

Who can be a candidate?
A candidate must be an Active or Corresponding 
Member, that is, a voting member of ATA as well as 
a member of the KLD.
Read more about ATA membership categories: 
http://www.atanet.org/membership/membership_
type.php 

How can I become a voting member?
An Associate ATA member can become a voting 
member of the Association through the ATA 
Membership Review Process. It’s a relatively easy 

request to make with minimal paperwork.  And the 
best part about becoming an ATA voting member?  
It’s a chance to participate in the Association by 
letting your voice be heard.  Read more about the 
ATA Membership Review Process: http://www.
atanet.org/membership/membership_type.php. 

How do I nominate a candidate (including 
myself)?
Any Division member may make a nomination.  
Self-nominations are welcome.  Your assistance in 
helping the KLD Nominating Committee identify 
interested, capable colleagues is crucial to the 
election process and to the Division.  
 
How do I contact the Nomination Committee?
To nominate a candidate, you may contact the 2009 
KLD Nominating Committee: 
D. Bannon - koreantranslation@truvista.net
Rachel Park - rpark@gioceo.com 
 
The KLD 2009 Nomination Form is in this issue of the Hangul 
Herald . 

Election of these officers is held every two years per the KLD 
bylaws.

Election results will be announced at the KLD Annual Meeting at 
ATA’s 50th Annual Conference in New York, New York, October 
28-31, 2009. 
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KLD ELECTION SCHEDULE 
 

Following the publication of the slate of candidates to the KLD membership, there will be a 30-day window 
of time in which written petitions from additional candidates will be accepted. Each candidate’s petition to 
be added to the ballot must be accompanied by signatures of 15 KLD members in good standing.   

In the case of an uncontested election, Division officers will be declared by acclamation.  

In the case of a contested election, ballots will be mailed to the membership no later than September 18, 
2009. Faxed ballots will be accepted. There will be no voting by proxy.

July 5
Deadline for nomination for KLD officers to KLD Nominating Committee 

July 10
(16 weeks before annual meeting of the division)
Slate of candidates presented to ATA Headquarters for presentation to ATA Board Includes written 
acceptance letter from each candidate 

July 24
(14 weeks before annual meeting of the Division)
Slate of candidates published to membership
Includes written candidate statement from each candidate 

September 7
(45 days after publication of slate)
Deadline for receipt of petition to add candidates to slate
Includes written acceptance letter from candidates to be added 

September 18
(6 weeks before the annual meeting of the Division)
In the case of more than one candidate for any office, ballots mailed to KLD members by ATA Headquarters 

October 23
(7 days before the annual meeting of the Division)
In the case of more than one candidate for any office, deadline for
receipt of ballots by Inspector of Elections in care of ATA Headquarters 

October 28-31
(day of annual meeting of the Division at ATA’s 50th Annual Conference,
New York, New York) Inspector of Elections receives ballots and announces election results or officers are 
elected by acclamation



6 7



8 9

Getting Around the City
Once you arrive, you can easily obtain a New York 
City subway map and bus maps from any subway 
station. Just go to the ticket window and ask for 
them. For a subway Metro Card, use the vending 
machine – it accepts cash and cards. If you are 
staying for a week and plan to use the subway
more than twice a day, a weekly pass may be
a good option. 

General Info
http://www.nycitytourist.com/
http://www.fodors.com/world/north-america/usa/
new-york/new-york-city/
http://nycgo.com/

Hotels & Guesthouses
New York Marriot Marquis (ATA Conference Site)
1535 Broadway (on 45th Street)
New York, NY 10036
Phone: (212) 398-1900
Toll-free: (800) 843-4898
Website: http://www.atanet.org/conf/2009/
hotel.htm
Discount Hotels: Hotels.com
Guesthouses: Craigslist.org

NYC Tour
City Sights NY: hop-on, hop-off double decker 
tours, www.citysigtsny.com
On Location Tours: TV & movie tours,
www.screentours.com
Sightseeing World: Helicopter tours,
www.sightseeingworld.com
Museum of Chinese in America: Chinatown 
walking tour, www.mocanyc.org

Koreatown Special
Koreatown in Manhattan is located at 32nd Street & 
Broadway and is about a 15 minute walk from the 
ATA Conference site. You can find hotels, bars, spas, 
Internet cafes, karaokes, and restaurants which are 
open 24 hours a day.

Hotel Stanford: www.hotelstanford.com
Radisson Hotel: www.radisson.com/hotels/
nynewyrk
Apple Tree House: www.nyappletreehouse.com
Goodmorning House: goodmorninghouse.net
동부관광(Dongbu Tour): www.dongbutour.com 
여행나라(Tour Nara): www.tournarausa.com

From the KLD Hospitality Committee

NYC Info
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Assistant Editor’s Pick 

My Favorites

With a Zagat book or a simple web search, you will 
find tons of restaurants in New York City. How 
about exploring restaurants or cafes that appeared 
in a movie or drama and becoming a star for a 
moment? Here are just a few…

1) Café Lalo: 201 West 83rd Street 
This is the little place on the Upper West where 
Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan met in the famous date 
movie You’ve Got Mail. This place shines at night. 
You might want to visit here after a Vietnamese 
dinner at the nearby Saigon Grill restaurant (620 
Amsterdam Ave. (90th St.).

2) Café Mozart: 154 West 70th Street
If you are in a classical mood and explore the 
Lincoln center area, stop by Café Mozart. This is 
the place to be after a concert. If it is someone’s 
birthday, tell the staff quietly when you go in. They 
will surely surprise your party while you are there. 

3) Serendipity: 225 East 60th Street (3rd Avenue)
Yes, it’s the restaurant that appears in the movie 
Serendipity where the movie couple meets by 
serendipity. Please be prepared – the wait will be 
long!

4) Café Lady M: 41 East 78th Street (between 
Madison & Park Avenue)
This is my secret place. Their mille feuille is just so 
heavenly. If you’d like a cup of tea (I recommend 
Lady M Morning tea) and a good pastry, this place 
will never disappoint you. 

Rachel Park is a graduate of the University 
of California at Berkeley (BA in Political 
Economy of Industrial Societies) and New 
York University (MA in Politics). Rachel started 
her career as a multilingual translation 
project manager. As freelance translator 
and reviewer, she has served various 

agencies and clients worldwide. A native of Seoul, her recent 
translation work focuses on patent, healthcare, and education. 
She is also the founder of GIOCEO International, Inc., a New 
York-based translation service provider. She enjoys traveling in 
her leisure time.
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A Few Korean-American Tips for 
Translating Business Contracts

By K.S. Park

Sometimes a translation between Korean and 
English does not turn out accurately, not because 
of the translator’s literary or linguistic skills but 
because of the subtle differences between the two 
legal systems dividing the world.  Korea’s legal 
system has strong elements of a civil law system 
while the United States has the quintessential 
common law system.  (Toward the end of this 
article, I will try to explain the origins of the terms 
‘civil law’ and ‘common law’ and why its respective 
popular translations 대륙법 and 보통법 suffer 
from inadequacies and also why we may have to 
live with them, nonetheless.)  In the short space 
allowed to me, let me just go through a few which I 
have noticed working as an attorney specializing in 
international transactions and litigation.

Consideration

Many a contract coming from Anglo-American 
circles starts its main text with the cryptic clause: 
“In consideration of mutual promises contained 
herein, the parties agree as follows,” which is 
immediately followed by substantive provisions 
such as “Article 1. Supplier hereby grants. . . 
.” Many translate the clause into “상호 간의 
약속을 고려하여 당사자들은 다음과 같이 
약정한다,”which is fine as a literal translation. 
However, the term ‘consideration’ plays a distinct 
role in Anglo-American laws of contracts, too 
distinct to ask for forgiveness.

Anglo-American laws of contracts required three 
elements for the validity of a contract.  Firstly, there 
has to be the procedure (e.g., offer and acceptance) 
through which the parties indicate their consent to 
the essential terms of the contract.  Secondly, the 
agents who indicated the aforesaid consent must 
have the capacity to represent the parties. Thirdly, 

and uniquely in the common law system, the terms 
of the contract should embody an exchange of 
things of value between the two parties, without 
which the contract is not enforceable.  Due to 
this last requirement, there is a legal proverb in 
Anglo-American circles that “there is no gift 
contract.” Of course, almost all business contracts 
are accompanied by some sort of an exchange 
but not all (for instance, arguably, non-disclosure 
agreements). Anglo-American contracts habitually 
insert the famous clause at their beginnings to 
prevent third parties such as judges from mistaking 
their contracts as ones without consideration. 
At any rate, in order to reflect the drafter’s clear 
intention, I painstakingly translate ‘consideration’ 
into 대가, which also sounds clearer to laypeople. 

Liquidated Damages

In Korea, liquidation is normally translated into 
청산. Then, how about liquidated damages? Of 
course, we know what it means: it is money you pay 
if you breach a contract, and the parties wanting 
to make sure that their contract is enforced love to 
put it in the contract.  But, what does liquidation 
have anything to do with it? This question can be 
answered easily if you understand the linguistic 
origin of the term liquidation. Liquidation is the 
procedure of selling assets and using the proceeds 
to pay debts.  It is called liquidation because it 
involves the process of turning assets into more 
liquid assets, cash.  Then, liquidated damages 
means damages turned into cash.  In other words, 
liquidated damages represent a cash amount that 
the parties agree upon as reasonable compensation 
for the damages either party may suffer in event 
of breach.  They do so because, when the contract 
is of a type that does not allow easy calculation of 
damages for breach, they want to prevent a dispute 
on the calculation.  Therefore, a correct translation 
will be 손해배상예정액, which is also consistent 
with the civil law counterpart to the same concept. 
(Note, NEVER EVER translate it into 벌금 or 
위약금.  For reasons that cannot be fitted into the 
space here but common to both the civil law and 
common law systems, a clause, no matter how 
clearly it is named a liquidated damages clause, may 
become void if a judge sees more of a penalty, than 
reasonable advance settlement of the amount
of damages.)
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Execution of a Contract

Translators in Korea often make the mistake of 
translating execution of a contract into 계약의 
이행. Their mistake is understandable because 
the primary dictionary definition of execution is 
to perform or put into action, and for the same 
reason is also widespread. Remind your client that 
what they mean by execution in a contract from 
Korea can be something totally different such as 
performance of a contract.

Cancellation, Expiration, Termination 그리고 
TERMINATION

Mistakes suffered at the dying phase are epidemic.  
Korean contracts have allusions to 해지, 해제, 
파기 만료, etc. Number one, when you see 파기
on the Korean original, please explain to your client 
that there is no translation for the term and also 
that Korean law does not recognize such a concept, 
and that what the drafters may have meant is 
위반, the only and best translation will be breach. 
It is obvious because 파기‚ suggests unilateral 
termination of the contract but how can a contract 
born of mutual consent be destroyed unilaterally
or without consent?  There are times that a contract 
can be voided unilaterally by one party: when the 
other party has breached the contract.  For that 
situation, there is a much less violent-sounding
term해지, which applies to all types of
terminating a contract when something
unexpected has happened and the parties have
to somehow settle the unanticipated state of affairs 
by doing something in lieu of or in respect of
the contract that now cannot be performed, like 
paying damages. A good translation for 해지 will 
be termination.

Now, the problem is that you hardly see 해지 alone 
but always with 해제. They are like sisters. They go 
everywhere together in Korean contracts! What is 
the difference between 해지 and 해제? 해제, for 
all practical purposes, is equivalent to restoring 
the parties to a state where they never executed the 
contract.  In other words, unlike 해지 situation 
where the parties do something to mourn the 
death of (and settle the account of) the contract, 
the parties in 해제 situation do not respect the 
contract but try to live on as if the contract never 

existed!  Understood thus, a good translation for 
해제 in most circumstances will be rescission or 
cancellation.  Civil law scholars distinguish 해지 
and 해제 on a different basis and may object to 
the 해제-cancellation/해지-termination match. 
Although I, as a lawyer that handled a couple 
hundred international business contracts, have not 
seen the match bring me to the wrong spot. Please 
be careful and ask.  

만료, the natural death of a contract will be 
obviously expiration.  

Finally,해지,해제, and 만료 are all different forms of 
finishing a contract, after which the contract does 
not exist, and therefore can be said to be different 
types of 종료 or a broader meaning of termination. 

Civil Law and Common Law

I will not go into the Roman origin of ‘civil law’ 
here, which you can easily get from Wikipedia 
(e.g., Corpus Juris Civilius) yourself.  Civil 
law is popularly translated into 대륙법, but 
this translation will be inexplicable to a literal 
translator. As a matter of fact, civil law is often 
called continental law because it was widespread 
in the continental Europe as opposed to U.K. and 
the United States where common law reigned.  
What you should be careful about is, within 
Anglo-American legal systems, ‘civil’ connotes 
non-criminal; and in that sense, ‘civil’ should be 
translated into 민사, as distinguished from 형사. 
Therefore, a civil court receives non-criminal 
cases. To make matters worse, there is yet a third 
definition.  The literal translation of civil law will 
be 민법, and 민법 within the Korean legal system 
can mean the one subject that incorporates the laws 
of contracts, torts, and properties, which distances 
itself from administrative law, constitutional law, 
and of course, from criminal law.  Therefore, civil 
trials in the U.S. will include constitutional law 
cases before the highest court of the country while 
민법 in Korea will not.  So, when you are asked by 
your client to translate civil law, remember you have 
three choices to choose from: 대륙법, 민사(법원), 
민법

Common law is often translated into 보통법 when 
it is used to denote the systemic difference from 
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civil law systems.  However, within the Anglo-
American legal system, common law also means 
the law made by judges as opposed to the law made 
by the legislature or the statutes.  In that sense, 
common law is also well translated into 판례법. 
Now, I think that 보통법 is a bad translation 
because the term common law originated from 
the fact that an English king did not like the fact 
that judges in different regions and different cases 
made mutually inconsistent decisions; and he 
tried to make these judgments consistent with one 
another.  Therefore, the term common law houses 
a lofty idea that law applies equally to all people, 
the idea often visually represented by a blindfolded 
goddess of justice.  The translation 보통법 does not 
capture that idea, so I propose 평등법 or 보통법 
in its place, which would again and again remind 
people that judges do not have discretion but that 
they are also bound by the timeless truth: everyone 
is equal before law.  Where else can I best start 
disseminating my new idea of translating common 
law than among ATA members?

K.S. Park is Professor of Law at Korea 
University. He received a bachelor’s degree 
in Physics from Harvard University in 1992 
and a JD degree from the UCLA School of 
Law in 1995. Upon graduation from UCLA, he 
practiced law in California and Washington 
State as a licensed attorney. Since his 

relocation to Korea in 1999, he has been teaching American 
law, constitutional law, business law and civil law at various 
universities and working as a legal consultant for law firms and 
government agencies in Korea such as the Korean Film Council 
(KOFIC) and the Korean Institute of Science and Technology 
(KAIST).  His translation work ranges from major cases of the 
Korean Constitutional Court to contracts, statutes, cases and 
many other legal and philosophical documents. 

Professor Park will be the KLD Distinguished Speaker at the 
2009 ATA Annual Conference in New York, NY.

Join the KLD listserv! 

KLD Listserv is the official online discussion group
for the Korean Language Division (KLD) of the 
American Translators Association (ATA).  In addition 
to lively discussions among KLD members, the KLD 
Listserv provides information on KLD’s annual 
meetings, newsletters, resources, photos, and a link
to the KLD website.

If you are currently a member of the KLD, please visit 
our Listserv at http://tech.groups.yahoo.com/group/
ataKorean.  If you are unsure whether or not you are a 
member of the KLD, please contact Mr. Jamie Padula, 
Chapter and Division Relations Manager at jamie@
atanet.org.

For questions and more information, please contact the 
moderators of the Listserv: 

Ji E. Lee: jieunlee@translatorpros.com
Don Shin: don@1stoptr.com 

Oops! 

When it is crunch time, we often find ourselves tempted 
to pay less attention to those easy words. I DO!!! Luckily 
enough, my instinct in most cases alerts me and I flag 
those words and check back later. I believe we all have 
this instinct and it really saves us from many mistakes! 
J  Yesterday, I was working on a web page translation 
for an architecture company. Yes, the translation 
will go up on the client’s homepage and greet every 
visitor to the site, so it just has to be the best, free of 
errors. Then, toward the end, there were two phrases 
that looked really easy: “construction document” and 
“construction monitoring”. EEEEEZZZZZ, I thought 
to myself, guessing that it would be something close to 

“건축 서류”. So, I started surfing the web for a while 
and found the perfect terms. And good thing I double-
checked, I found those professional terms from an 

architecture related webpage, which were “실시설계” 

and “시공감리”, respectively. Ooops, what a difference 
from my first guess! (Rachael Park, Korean Translator) 

*Please email me your unforgettable mistakes 
(the funnier, the better). You can use your initials 
or an alias if you do not want to reveal your name 
because you are too embarrassed by it. I promise 
I will keep your secret. –Jisu Kim, newsletter editor 
at Korean.trans@hotmail.com 
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Unique Cultural Values as Reflected in 
Korean Proverbs

By D. Bannon

We are all different. And we are all the same. We 
share basic human experiences.  Fathers worry 
about their children’s safety; mothers fret on rainy 
days; couples plan for their futures; children rebel 
and come to respect their parents after all. It is 
how each culture deals with these and many other 
common human experiences that can be different 
from region to region, country to country.

The translator must identify the unique linguistic 
expressions that represent truly Korean cultural 
values – and in doing so, find ways to communicate 
and share those differences with the world. In 
the rich tapestry of the Korean language, nothing 
is as colorful as proverbs (sokdam; 속담). Often 
humorous and filled with pathos, Korean proverbs 
are informed by centuries-old wisdom and offer 
much insight into the nation’s history and culture.

This article will use proverbs to illustrate six Korean 
concepts that are not easily translated into English 
equivalents: Han (한 - 恨); Kibun (기분); Nunch’i 
(눈치); Jeong (정 - 情); Ch’emyeon (체면); and 
Bunuigi (분위기). (Oak & Martin 2000: 28-40). 

Han (한 - 恨)

Han is frequently translated as sorrow, spite, rancor, 
regret, resentment or grief, among many other 
attempts to explain a concept that has no English 
equivalent. (Dong-A 1982: 1975).  It is an inherent 
characteristic of the Korean character and as such 
finds expression, implied or explicit, in nearly every 
aspect of Korean life and culture, as with this well-
known proverb: 여자가 한을 품으면 오뉴월에도 
서리가 내린다. “A woman feeling han  freezes the 
ground even in Spring.” (Ahn 1987: 94).

Perhaps this common expression could be 
translated without using the term han, but without 
a context outside of the colloquialism, the meaning 
may be lost: “An angry woman freezes the ground 
in Spring” fails completely, as does “A bitterly 
resentful and sad woman who laments her fate and 
patiently waits for her chance for vengeance without 
hope; that woman, she freezes the ground in Spring 
and pretty much any other time of the year.” A 
discussion of han may provide the context for this 
elusive term.

Han is sorrow caused by heavy suffering, injustice 
or persecution, a dull lingering ache in the soul. It 
is a blend of lifelong sorrow and resentment, neither 
more powerful than the other. Han is imbued 
with resignation, bitter acceptance and a grim 
determination to wait until vengeance can at last 
be achieved.  It is passive. It yearns for vengeance, 
but does not seek it. Han is held close to the heart, 
hoping and patient but never aggressive. (Ahn 
1987). 

It may be worth noting that the emotion of han 
is not unique to Korea.  Certainly, the progeny of 
slavery among African-Americans and survivors 
of the Holocaust may lay equal claim to han, as 
discussed by historian James Freda:  “Han in 
the modern era became widely used as a way to 
make sense of Korea’s modern traumas. In other 
words, Koreans have felt a need to make sense 
of the injustice and suffering they experienced. 
While people commonly have to work through 
such traumas individually or, when they are 
overwhelming, as in the case of the Holocaust, often 
take the option of denial and repression, discourse 
on han, in my opinion, demonstrates a collective 
effort to face, deal with, and work through all sorts 
of social suffering.”  While African-Americans 
and the Jewish people may not use the same term, 
there’s little doubt that they would understand 
the underlying emotions involved.  The Sinitic 
character for han (恨) is used in both Chinese 
(pronounced hen) and Japanese (urami). However, 
as Freda asserts: “What is unique to Korea is the 
emphasis itself.”(Breen 1998: 38).

This emphasis has made han part of the blood and 
breath of the Korean personae.  There is a sense 
of lamentation and even of reproach toward the 
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destiny itself. (Ahn 1987).

Han and Akyeon (악연 - 惡緣) in the Arts

The inevitability of fate frequently fuels han in the 
arts.  Korean films are informed by han, as are older 
forms of tragedy, such as P’ansori performance 
songs and folk tales. A separate concept, akyeon (
악연 - 惡緣), is a common dramatic theme that 
helps illustrate this sense of inevitability and 
emotional turmoil.

Akyeon may be translated as a connection between 
people that can’t be broken, an evil and often fatal 
affinity that binds them together their entire lives.  
As one character put it in the popular TV drama 
Time Between Dog and Wolf (MBC 2007 - 개와 
늑대의 시간): “A dark fate that looms over your 
whole life.”  This relentless, fateful relationship 
must by its nature result in a feeling of han.  Indeed, 
akyeon arises so frequently in television that it’s 
difficult to imagine how screenwriters could survive 
without it.  From 1995’s Sandglass (SBS – 모래시계) 
to MBC’s recent mega-hit East of Eden (2008-09; 
에덴의 동쪽) the theme seems as inescapable as 
the concept it represents.  (Akyeon’s opposite is 
frequently referred to as yeonbun. This is a positive, 
destined relationship, as in the proverbial phrase, 
ch’eonsaeng yeongbun 천생연분 [天生緣分], 
meaning “a match made in heaven.” Please pardon 
your author for shamelessly pointing to the photo 
at the end of this article as an example of this 
proverb.)

Revenge is equally a part of han, as in another 
example from East of Eden.  A tough mob boss is 
nearly killed and later talks it over with his boys:  
나는 되로 받으면 말로 갚아주는 성격이야.

The line is clearly a reference to the common 
expression 되로 주고 말로 받다. This can be 
literally translated as, “Give a pick and get a bushel,” 
and is an exact equivalent to the English phrase, 
“Sow the wind and reap the whirlwind.”  

The literal translation works very well in Korean:  
“Pay me a peck and I repay a bushel.” However, in 
English, pecks and bushels aren’t usually associated 
with tough, angry vengeance.  The English 
equivalent is more commonly associated with 

revenge in the United States: “Sow the wind with 
me and I’ll repay a whirlwind.”  This phrase adapts 
the English equivalent to capture the speaker’s cold, 
controlled and terrifying tone. Also, the expression 
plays on words (말로 받다 becomes 말로 
갚아주는 성격이야), so to replicate this wordplay, 
the translation changes “reap the whirlwind” into 
“repay a whirlwind.”

Obedience and prohibition of one’s desires can also 
lead to a sense of han, according to Paik Sang-
chang, chairman of the Korea Social Pathology 
Institute.  “Korean heroes are the loyal subject 
and the filial son whose exemplary virtue is their 
suppression of self in the course of obedience.” 
Historically, and in literature and the arts, han as 
been accepted as a part of life.  “Han is very static,” 
Paik wrote.  “Han has hung like a tranquil mist on 
the valley of our hearts,” he wrote.  (Breen 1998: 
38-39).

Paik’s tranquil mist was certainly understood 
centuries earlier by poet Yi Ok Bong (?-1592), who 
described how she has visited her lover so often in 
dreams that if her spirit were corporeal, the pebbles 
on the path to his house would be worn to sand. 
(Kim 1990: 222). Yi uses the term han in the second 
line, translated here as “pains my heart” to illustrate 
the sorrow and resentment inherent in the term.  
Another translator chose “my longing deepens” for 
the line.  (Lee 1998: 85). The work demonstrates the 
complexity of the concept:

이옥봉 李玉峰

近來安否問如何(근래안부문여하)
月到紗窓妾恨多(월월도사창첩한다) 
若使夢魂行有跡(약사몽혼혼행유적)
門前石路半成沙(문적석로반성사)

Are you well these days? 
Moonlight brushing the curtain pains my heart.
If dreams leave footprints
the pebbles at your door are almost worn to sand.

Kibun - 기분

Interpersonal relations in Korea are dominated by 
recognition of each individual’s sense of being, or 
“selfhood.” This is expressed in the Korean word 
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kibun. There is no English equivalent, although 
translators have tried “mood” (not nearly strong 
enough) and “inner self” (too vague).

When kibun is good, the world is perfect.  When it 
is bad, nothing is right. It affects health and doctors 
frequently hear patients complain, “My kibun is 
upset.” Kibun defines relationships.  Damaging 
another person’s kibun can make an enemy for 
life. Even the Korean terms for hello (“Are you 
in peace?”) and goodbye (“Go in peace”) reflect 
the importance of maintaining an even kibun in 
oneself and others.(Crane 1967: 7-8).

Interestingly, the most common proverbs that deal 
with kibun do not use the term at all.  In a country 
ravaged by war and famine, Korean proverbs 
are riddled with references to food as allegorical 
expressions regarding well-being.  A common 
greeting, “식사했어요?” or simply “밥은?” is not 
an invitation to dine.  Rather, it’s an expression of 
interest in one’s health and kibun, as best illustrated 
in this proverb: 금강산도 식후경. (식후 금강산-

食後 金剛山); “Grab a bite even before you tour 
Diamond Mountain.” This proverb refers to the 
importance of a balanced meal – and health and 
kibun – even over something as grand as a visit 
to Diamond Mountain (금강산 -金剛山). It’s 
commonly used during a busy workday to indicate 
that it’s time to take a break and eat. (Choe & 
Torchia 2007: 10-11).

Nunch’i - 눈치

Nunch’i, or the art of reading the unspoken 
meanings from another’s eyes, is not terribly 
difficult to translate or understand.  After all, the 
volumes of books on body language in the United 
States illustrate this universal desire to understand 
subtle messages.  The Korean concept, however, 
focuses on a body language that is so subtle that it 
can be easily missed – even by other Koreans.  The 
eyes tell much or little, and mastering nunch’i is not 
unlike body language in that it requires experience, 
intuition, and a high degree of guesswork.  Nunch’i 
allows one to preserve the harmony of a given 
situation and not damage another’s kibun by simply 
saying one thing but communicating one’s true 
intent with the eyes. To ignore another’s nunch’i 
is tantamount to being uncivilized, as illustrated 

in this well-known proverb: 눈치 코치 모른다.  
“Can’t even read the eyes and nose.” A person that 
can’t read the nunch’i of others is destined to fail in 
business, love and life.(Ha 1970: 191). 

Nunch’i is not simply attention to the eyes, of 
course.  It includes all nuances from which one may 
infer the hidden, but true, meaning of another’s 
intent.  Equally, it is wise to be careful of other’s 
kibun by watching one’s own words, as this proverb 
explains: 아 다르고 어 다르다. “There’s a huge 
difference between an A and an O.” The subtleties 
of language, as well as body language, are all part of 
nunch’i.

Jeong – 정(情)

Jeong is another term that’s easy to translate but a 
bit elusive to grasp in context.  Literally “affection,” 
the term represents the sense of connection so 
vital to Korean relationships. This sense of jeong 
pervades society and is the basis of all attachments, 
whether professional, familial or romantic. Upon 
this one’s place in society is based, and in a country 
where the sense of place is so vital, its importance 
cannot be overstated.

Of course, one must be wary of misplacing jeong, 
as illustrated by this proverb: 정 들었다고 정담
(情談)말라. Get close, but not too close, says this 
proverb. Be careful with your words, no matter how 
close the relationship.

This bit of word play is common to Korean sokdam.  
Having a feeling of jeong is fine, the proverb asserts, 
then uses a second word, jeongdam (friendly, 
intimate talk), to remind the listener that being too 
free with words in deeply intimate conversation 
can spell disaster later.  In a culture that places such 
emphasis on feelings of affection and connection, 
this proverb is a wise reminder to watch one’s 
words, even with the closest of friends. 

Ch’emyeon – 체면

Ch’emyeon, or one’s “face,” is closely related to 
kibun. A person’s inner feelings (kibun) and 
his prestige and place in society (ch’emyeon), as 
acknowledged by others, combine to influence 
morale and overall state of mind and heart. In this 
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context, considering ch’emyeon is more important 
than candor, because to unsettle another person’s 
kibun also hurts society in general. To cause 
another to lose face (체면을 잃다) is tantamount to 
a declaration of lifelong animosity; whereas saving 
face (체면을 세우다) is the primary concern of all 
civilized persons.  Ch’emyeon, then, is long-term, 
overriding the desire to “tell it like it is” in the 
moment. 

Of course, Koreans as a whole are as eager as any 
other culture to get to the point when necessary 
as expressed in the popular phrase, “Let’s cut off 
the head and tail.” (거두절미.) Referring directly 
to eating fish, it means simply to get to the meat of 
the matter.  This get-on-with-it feel is also felt in 
Koreans relentless use of the term, “Hurry, hurry!” 
(빨리, 빨리!) But it should be noted that it is 
unforgivable to hurry to the heart of the matter
at the expense of one’s personal ch’emyeon, or 
that of another. 

Like jeong, however, concerns of face can lead to 
deceit and manipulation.  There may be those, one 
proverb asserts, that care nothing for ch’emyeon 
or personal honor, and will say or do anything to 
flatter in business or love.  One must master the art 
of nunch’i to be alerted to those who “first stick to 
the heart, then cling to the liver.” (간에 가 붙고 
염통에 가 붙는다.) (Ha 1970: 77). 

Concern with ch’emyeon doesn’t necessarily stop 
people from muttering snide comments behind 
one’s back, as with the extraordinarily common 
insult: 양반되기 글렀구만, which is most 
endearingly translated as, “Looks like he’s only 
human after all.”

This proverb’s English equivalent is “speak of the 
devil.” The intent is exact and nothing is lost – 
except the flavor of the original. To communicate 
the intent within the context and original phrasing 
requires a bit more explanation. 

First, there’s the source proverb from which this 
common expressions stems: 호랑이도 제 말하면 
온다더니 양반은 못된다. This might be literally 
translated as “Speak of a tiger and it will come, 
losing its chance to become a noble,” a proverb that 
refers to the Korean foundation myth of a bear and 

tiger wanting to become human.  Both animals 
are required by the son of heaven to stay in a cave 
for 100 days eating only garlic and mugwort.  The 
tiger can’t stand it and leaves early; the bear endures 
and is transformed into a woman. She unites with 
the son of heaven and gives birth to the founder of 
Korea, Tangun. 

Now combine the last part of the proverb, 양반은 
못된다 (“losing its chance to become a noble”), 
with another common Korean expression, 그는 
이제 글렀다 (most simply, “here he comes now”) 
and the result is 양반되기 글렀구만 – “Here comes 
the tiger and he got turned into a human after all.”

However, that little joke makes no sense outside 
of the foundation myth context.  Equally, “speak 
of the devil” maintains intent, but fails to give a 
sense of the skewering 양반 jibe. An alternative 
translation might be, “It’s Mr. High-n-Mighty 
himself.” The sarcastic twist of “high-n-mighty” 
clearly implies that the person is NOT so lofty, just 
as the tiger is not a noble in the original expression.  
This honors the background of the proverb and 
retains its flavor using an English equivalent that is 
true to intent.

Bunuigi – 분위기 

Bunuigi is simply the atmosphere of a room, 
a meeting, a home. It is not the atmosphere itself 
that is paramount, but rather maintaining 
a harmonious atmosphere. An individual must use 
nunch’i to pay careful attention to others’ kibun, to 
preserve their sense of ch’emyeon and nurture jeong 
within the group. Doing so will create a pleasing 
bunuigi and ensure harmony.

Because of the importance placed on bunuigi, 
Koreans favor group activities, in which very few 
sub-groups will exist. The group moves and acts 
as a complete entity, rather than in the separate 
conversations and activities seen in many American 
parties. This may seem stifling to Americans, 
but the Korean penchant for group activities is 
complemented by their obsession with bunuigi, 
so it is unlikely that any individual will be left 
uncomfortable for long.  The group works within 
itself to ensure a pleasing bunuigi for everyone 
involved.  A trip to any karaoke room in Korea 



16 17

(known as “song rooms;” 노래방) is an example 
of how adeptly Koreans involve everyone in a 
communal sense of jeong that defines the bunuigi at 
its best.

This emphasis on harmonious bunuigi is reflected 
in the well-known proverb: “A fighting dog’s nose 
never heals.” 사나운 개 콧등 아물 틈이 없다. It’s 
not uncommon to hear this proverb in reference to 
a group or organization that’s plagued by bickering 
and in-fighting, or to a person within a group that 
can’t seem to get along with others. 

The Spoken Word 

The emotions and human experiences
represented by these terms and concepts are not 
unique to Korea, per se.  This is true with such 
challenging concepts as han, as well as concepts 
as deceptively simple as kibun – a sense of self 
universal across the globe.

There is much that separates cultures across the 
globe.  Labels can blind us and prevent appreciating 
individuals on their own merits. Stereotypes 
are often used to either vilify (“Everyone from 
that country is xyz.”) or to excuse bad behavior 
(“Well, it’s their culture, after all.”). Yet cultural 
generalizations can, at times, help to increase a 
sense of understanding, crossing linguistic and 
national boundaries.  As translators, we accept 
the challenge to bridge these differences, to find 
common expressions between languages, and more, 
to find shared experiences and feelings that unite 
rather than divide. 

The concepts discussed in this article are examples 
of how a crowded, gregarious and passionate 
society has found ways to live in peace.  This last 
bit of wisdom is not unique to Korea.  But in the 
context of the other Korean cultural values revealed 
in proverbs, this universal advice takes on special 
significance: 

“Even tiny grains of spilled rice can be picked up, 
but the spoken word is gone forever.” (쏟은 쌀은 
담아도 뱉은 말은 못 담는다 or, alternatively 
쌀은 쏟고 주워도 말은 하고 못 줍는다.) 

D. Bannon is a Korean-to-English translator. A member of 
the ATA Korean Language Division, he is also member of the 
American Literary Translators Association (ALTA).  He and his 
wife (a Korean TV Drama fanatic) live in the United States. 

천생연분, it’s true.

D.Bannon and his wife
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