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Abstract 
In 2016, South Korean author Han Kang’s The Vegetarian, translated into English by Deborah 

Smith, was awarded the Man Booker International Prize. Following the success, South Korean critics 

brought to attention mistakes and inaccuracies of Deborah Smith’s work, heavily criticizing her 

translation, but also bringing the debate of liberal and literal translation from the academic sphere 

to the public eye. In Sweden, the book was translated from Deborah Smith’s English into Swedish by 

Eva Johansson and published under the title Vegetarianen in January 2017. This thesis uses a 

comparative qualitative method to investigate how Han’s novel is changed through the process of 

translation and indirect translation by the hands of Smith and Johansson, as well as if Smith’s 

translation changes through the process of working with the text. With Smith’s very liberal method 

of translation, her translation occasionally results in significant change of tone, atmosphere and 

characterization. Mistakes make it clear she did not have a sufficient comprehension of Korean, 

however she can be seen growing more comfortable with the language by the end of the novel. 

Johansson stays very loyal to Smith’s English translation due to Swedish and English being more 

similar languages in structure and literary tradition, she is also a very experienced translator. Despite 

Smith’s flawed translation, The Vegetarian has been a huge success. The author hopes that more 

research will be done in the areas of Korean-English translation and indirect translation from Korean, 

in order to further identify struggles of translators of Korean and advance Korean literature in 

translation. 

Keywords: literary translation, indirect translation, Korean literature, Deborah Smith, Han Kang, 

Eva Johansson  
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Sammanfattning 
2016 prisades Sydkoreanska författaren Han Kangs The Vegetarian, översatt till engelska av 

Deborah Smith, med Man Booker International Prize. Följande succén bringade Sydkoreanska 

kritiker uppmärksamhet till misstag och oriktigheter i Deborah Smiths översättning och kritiserade 

den hårt, men tog också debatten om fri och exakt översättning till allmänhetens ögon. I Sverige 

översattes boken till svenska från Deborah Smiths engelska av Eva Johansson och släpptes under 

titeln Vegetarianen i januari 2017. Denna uppsats använder en komparativ kvalitativ metod för att 

undersöka hur Hans novell förändrats under processen av direkt och indirekt översättning av Smith 

och Johansson, och om Smiths översättning förändrats under hennes arbete med novellen. Genom 

Smiths väldigt fria metod av översättning resulterar översättningen stundtals i utmärkande 

förändringar i ton, atmosfär och karaktärisering. Misstag gör det uppenbart att hon inte hade 

tillräckliga färdigheter i det koreanska språket, dock ses hon bli mer bekväm med språket i slutet av 

novellen. Johannson är väldigt lojal till Smiths engelska översättning då svenska och engelska är 

betydligt mer liknande språk i struktur och litterär tradition. Hon är också en väldigt erfaren 

översättare. Trots Smiths bristfällande översättning har The Vegetarian blivit en ringande succé. 

Författaren av denna uppsats hoppas att mer undersökning kommer att göras i området koreansk-

engelsk översättning och indirekt översättning från koreanska för att ytterligare identifiera de 

problem som översättare av koreanska stöter på och för att avancera översatt koreansk litteratur.  

Nyckelord: litterär översättning, indirekt översättning, koreansk litteratur, Deborah Smith, Han 

Kang, Eva Johansson 
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1. Introduction 

In 2016, South Korean author Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (Han 2015), translated into English by 

Deborah Smith, was awarded the Man Booker International Prize. Following the success of the 

English translation of the novel, South Korean critics brought to attention mistakes and inaccuracies 

of Deborah Smith’s work, heavily criticizing her translation, but also bringing the debate of liberal 

and literal translation from the academic sphere to the public eye. In Sweden, the book was 

translated from Deborah Smith’s English into Swedish by Eva Johansson and published under the 

title Vegetarianen in January 2017. (Han 2017)  

1.1 Purpose and method 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how Han Kang’s 채식주의자 (Ch’aesikchuǔija) is 

changed through the process of translation and indirect translation, between Korean and English by 

the hands of Deborah Smith, and then between English and Swedish by the hands of Eva Johansson. 

I will also investigate if Deborah Smith’s translation has changed in the process of her translating 

from the beginning of the book to the end of the book, and if yes, how and in which cases she 

achieved improvements.  

I will examine the first ten pages of the first chapter of Han Kang’s novel using a comparative 

qualitative method, reading the Korean original, the English translation and the Swedish translation 

parallel to each other while marking out words, sentences and passages where the translation 

differs from the original text. To see how Smith may have developed as a translator through her 

work with the book, I will also examine the last ten pages of the English translation’s third chapter by 

using the same method of parallel reading of the Korean and English texts. 

1.2 Limitations 

Due to time constraints and the scope of this project, analysis will be limited to only the first ten 

pages of the first and last ten pages of the last chapter of the books, thus, this is not a full analysis of 
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the translations or the translators. Furthermore, the author of this thesis is not a native speaker in 

neither English nor Korean, and thus may miss nuances and cultural context of the text and its 

English translation.  

1.3 Notes on romanization and Formal issues 

In the case of the names of the book’s three parts, or chapters, mentioned in the introduction, 

Deborah Smith’s English translations are used. Character names will be written as Smith has 

romanized them. Han Kang’s original work will hereby be referred to as the original, Deborah 

Smith’s translation as The Vegetarian, and Eva Johansson’s translation as Vegetarianen. Notable 

sections of the examples used in the Analysis chapter will be formatted in bold (rewrites), italics 

(assumed mistakes), underscore (additions) or strike-through (omissions).  

1.4 Previous research, and the role of a translator 

The role of a translator and a translator’s methods differ in different mediums and situations. 

Rune Ingo, professor in translation, identifies in his textbook for translation students, Konsten att 

översätta (The Art of Translation), ten main situational factors that affect the roles and methods a 

translator may take. They are as follows: 1. The languages that are being translated between and 

their qualities, 2. The sort of text that is being translated, 3. The cultural context the translation will 

be consumed in, 4. The purpose of the translated text, 5. The medium the translation will be used or 

published in, 6. The current trends of translation, 7. The translator’s skill, personality, artistic 

ambitions and etc., 8. The client and the client’s wishes and demands, 9. The quality of the source 

text, 10. The “space” made available for the translation, e.g. in lyrical translation. These different 

factors come together to create unique conditions for each translator and each project that they 

take on. (Ingo 2007, p15-20) Ingo speaks of four basic aspects in translation: 1. structure, 2. lingual 

variety (style), 3. semantics, and 4. pragmatics. He argues that while these four aspects differ in their 

roles from case to case, they are all actualised in some way during the translation process. In a 

complete translation these four basic aspects should be realised: the translation should be 
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grammatically correct in accordance with the target language (structure), it should carry a level of 

style in harmony with the target language (lingual variety), it should convey the correct semantic 

information, and it should function pragmatically in the situation it has been produced for. Ingo 

argues that with these various aspects and responsibilities that exist in translation, translators play a 

multifaceted role in building bridges not only between languages, but also cultures, environments, 

lifestyles and etc. (Ingo 2007, p20-29) 

Emeritus professor and translator An Sonjae argues in an article published in Translation and 

Literature in 2002 that due to the differences between Korean and English, a translator is bound to 

translate in a more free and liberal manner than if the languages had been similar, but at the same 

time Korean academics argue that translation should be faithful to its original. (An 2002) While 16 

years has passed since his observations, this tendency can still be seen in the criticism of Smith’s 

translation of The Vegetarian. The debate of literal and liberal translation, what is acceptable and 

not, which constraints translators should place on themselves in the translation process, has always 

been a core issue in translation studies. While Ingo states in his textbook that “free translation” (i.e. 

liberal translation) today is warmly welcomed within translation studies, one may assume that he 

writes from a western point of view. (Ingo 2007, p17) 

As each project poses unique challenges for every translator, Korean literature too provides 

unique contexts in language and culture that colours the process of translation into other languages. 

Indirect translation adds another layer of factors to consider. To the author’s knowledge there has 

not been any previous research on translations of Korean literature into Swedish, and no such in the 

context of indirect translation, with English as the vehicular language. The author was also unable to 

find research on indirect translation with Korean as the source language. When it comes to research 

on direct translation from Korean to English, mostly research on native Korean students and 

translators translating into English was found. Thus, it is difficult summarize which kind of issues 

native English translators of Korean face. Park JinIm identifies in his 2004 study of several works 
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submitted for grant applications that most errors in translation occur due to lack of understanding 

Korean culture by the translator. (Park 2004) In an article on Korean Literature Now’s website 

published in 2015, translator and teacher Alyssa Kim also mentions some of the problems she sees 

students of the Literature Translation Institute of Korea face in their translations: postpositions, 

onomatopoeic expressions, verb tense switches and unspoken subjects. (A. Kim 2015) 

1.5 The Vegetarian 

The Vegetarian is divided into three parts. The individual parts were originally published in three 

different Korean literary journals in 2004 and 2005, the first part titled 채식주의자 (Ch’aesikchuǔija, 

The Vegetarian)1, the second 몽고반점 (Mong’go panjǒm, Mongolian Mark)2 and the third, 나무 

불꽃 (Namu pulkkot, Flaming Trees)3. Mongolian Mark was awarded the prestigious Yi Sang Literary 

Award in 2005. (Montgomery 2013)  

The three parts were published as a full novel by Changbi Publishers in 2007 (Han 2007). In 2015, 

the English translation of The Vegetarian was published by Portobello Books. The story follows main-

character Yeong-hye as she, following a horrid dream of blood and flesh, decides to stop eating 

meat. In the first chapter we observe her through the eyes of her husband, dumbfounded with her 

decision to eliminate their home of all animal products. In the second chapter we see her through 

the eyes of Yeong-hye’s sister’s husband, smitten by the idea of painting on her and having sex with 

her on film, and in the third through her sister’s eyes, as she visits Yeong-hye while she is admitted 

at a mental institution.  

                                                             
1 ”The Vegetarian” was published in the summer issue of Ch’angjakkwa Pip’yŏng (Creative writing and 

criticism), 2004.   
2 ”Mongolian Mark” was published in the fall issue of Munhakkwa Sahoe (Literature and society), 2004.  
3 ”Flaming Trees” was published in the fall issue of Munhak P’an (Literature board), 2005.  
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In 2016 The Vegetarian was awarded the Man Booker International Prize, unanimously chosen 

by five judges as the winner amongst 155 books. The Man Booker International Prize is sponsored by 

Man Group, one of the world’s biggest independent investment management firms, and the prize is 

split evenly between the original work’s author and its translator. In the press release published by 

Man Booker International Prize, one of the judges states that, “Deborah Smith’s perfectly judged 

translation matches [The Vegetarian’s] uncanny blend of beauty and horror at every turn.” (The Man 

Booker Prize 2016)  

1.5.1 Han Kang 

Han Kang was born in Kwangju in 1970, daughter to esteemed novelist Han Sŭng-wŏn. (Fan 

2018) She studied Korean literature at Yonsei University and debuted in 1993, first as a poet, and a 

few years later as a novelist. Her first short story collection, Yǒsu, was published in 1995. Han 

currently works as a professor in creative writing at the Seoul Institute of the Arts. (Penguin Random 

House 2018) Her writing has won her multiple awards over the years. (Montgomery 2013) Three of 

her works have been translated into English as of 2018: The Vegetarian (2015), Human Acts (2016) 

and The White Book (2018), all translated from the Korean by Deborah Smith and published by 

Portobello Books in the UK and by Hogarth in the US. Her writing touches often on dark, painful 

experiences and tragic fates. Human Acts, the second of her books to be put out to English-speaking 

readers, speaks about the Kwangju massacre which took place in May 1980, only a few months after 

Han and her family had moved away from the city. The White Book is a collection of thoughts, 

poems and photos on the subject of Han’s older sister, who was born prematurely and passed away 

within hours. The book was shortlisted for the Man Booker International Prize 2018. 

1.5.2 Deborah Smith 

Deborah Smith holds a Bachelor’s degree in English literature from the University of Cambridge 

and a Master’s degree in Korean studies from SOAS, where she remains as a research fellow (SOAS 

2018). She has translated several contemporary literary works from Korean into English, mainly of 
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authors Han Kang and Bae Suah. In 2015 she founded the not-for-profit publishing house Tilted Axis 

Press (Tilted Axis Press 2018). The Vegetarian was her first translation project. She translated the 

novel just three years after she started learning Korean (PRI 2016). The first translation draft of the 

novel was even worked out as early as a year and a half after her starting to learn the language 

(Montgomery 2014). Smith’s Fidelities, an essay on the subject of translation drawing upon her 

experience of translating The Vegetarian and facing its critique, is forthcoming from Peninsula Press 

in September 2018 (Peninsula Press 2018). 

1.5.2.1 Smith’s translation process of The Vegetarian 

On her process of translation Smith states in an article in The Guardian, published May 21st, 

2016, that “As The Vegetarian was my first translation I had no idea how any aspect of the process 

worked, let alone what I would do day by day”, and “When I began I didn’t know what the usual 

author-translator relationship was, whether you were supposed to get in touch, or even if Kang 

spoke English. So I just went ahead and translated the whole book, sent it in with a list of questions, 

and waited.” She also states that “If a passage or sentence takes more than a couple of goes of 

thinking about, I mark the document and move on. It is better to translate in big chunks. You get into 

the flow and you don’t want to be snared on something as you can easily lose your way.” (Han and 

Smith 2016) 

In an interview with the blog Korean literature in translation in 2013 she talks of author Han 

Kang and the editor’s roles in the translation process; “One aspect of the translation that was purely 

pleasurable, though, was the support I had from both the editor and Han Kang herself, who both 

made it clear from the start that they see translation as an art and believed that I needed to be 

allowed a certain amount of artistic license in order to produce an English text worthy of the 

original. Han Kang took the time to read through my translation line by line, and was unfailingly 

humble and patient in pointing out where she thought my interpretation had diverged from what 

she’d been intending to convey. In almost all cases I was only too happy to make changes based on 
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these extra insights, and in the couple of instances where our differences were more to do with 

cultural assumptions or English’s linguistic peculiarities, she readily deferred to my opinion as the 

native speaker. She was so deeply and purely concerned about not having the artistic integrity of her 

work distorted for commercial purposes, it really blew me away […]”. (Montgomery 2014) 

In the same interview Smith states that she is of the opinion that “’faithfulness’ is an outmoded, 

misleading and unhelpful concept” in translation, a sentiment that she repeats in her essay What 

We Talk About When We Talk About Translation, published January 11th, 2018 in the Los Angeles 

Review of Books. In her 2014 interview she also states that her editor encouraged her to “take more 

liberties!”, and that “the translation which is most ‘faithful’ to the original in terms of word choice, 

syntax etc is highly unlikely to be sufficiently ‘faithful’ to the experience of its original reading public 

– i.e. the experience of reading great literature. English and Korean are just too far apart for that”. 

(Montgomery 2014) 4 

1.5.3 Eva Johansson 

Eva Johansson is a professional translator of literature from English into Swedish. She has 

translated a wide variety of British and American contemporary literature since 2003. Among Korean 

works she has translated Han Kang’s Vegetarianen (The Vegetarian) as well as Levande och döda 

(Human Acts) from Smith’s English translations into Swedish. Notable translations are late Harper 

Lee’s Ställ ut en väktare (Go Set a Watchman)5 and Sarah Perry’s Ormen i Essex (The Essex Serpent).6 

(Översättarcentrum n.d.)  

 

                                                             
4 Smith’s statements may seem contradictory in that she in 2013 states that she had support from both an 

editor and Han Kang, while she in 2016 suggests that she translated the book without much support at all. It 
can be assumed that she speaks of different stages in the process of her working with the book; her early 
translation draft when sending it in to Portobello Books, and later nearing the publishing of the book and re-
working the draft.  

5 Lee, Harper. Ställ ut en väktare. Bonniers, 2015 
6 Perry, Sarah. Ormen i Essex. Bonniers, 2018.  
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1.5.4 The controversy regarding Deborah Smith’s translation 

Merely three days after The Vegetarian won the Man Booker International Prize 2016, on May 

19th, the Korea Times published line-by-line comparisons showing examples of sentences where 

Smith’s translation differs from the original text. The article is overall positive towards her 

translation, and argues that Smith’s way of translating is closer to reproducing the text’s impact on 

the reader through the change of vocabulary and sentence structure, rather than translating 

sentence for sentence. (Pak 2016)  

In an article published on Joongang Daily’s website on January 19th, 2017, Smith is criticized for 

omitting and adding content to her translation, as per a comparison of the first paragraph of the 

original text with the translations of Janet Hong7 and Deborah Smith, made by literary critic and 

professor of Korean literature at Yonsei University, Chǒng Kwa-ri. Also quoted is Cho Chae-ryong, 

professor of French literature at Korea University, who argues that due to Smith’s lacking Korean 

skills, she confuses the subject of sentences in the original where the subjects are omitted. (Sin 

2017)  

Cho, after having made a comparison between the French translation and Smith’s English 

translation, says in an article in Joongang Daily from March 6th, 2017, that mistakes such as 

misinterpreting the subject of sentences can hinder the portrayal of the text’s unique characteristics. 

It is argued that due to Smith’s confusion of subjects and misinterpretation of sentence structures, 

the main character, Yeong-hye, is portrayed more active and rational than in the original, where she 

is portrayed as dreamlike and passive, oppressed by the Korean patriarchal system.  (Sin 2017)  

In July, the controversy was brought to the English-speaking sphere as Charse Yun, teacher of 

English writing and translation at Ewha Womans University and visiting professor at Korea National 

Open University, published a column in Korea Exposé in which he discusses his own comparison of 

                                                             
7 Janet Hong translated into English an excerpt of The Vegetarian published in Azalea: Journal of Korean 

Literature & Culture volume 3, 2010. 
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the Korean original and Smith’s translation, and quotes the main points of criticism brought up in 

Korean media. (Yun 2017) In September 2017, he yet again adds fuel to the flames, as he publishes 

an article in the LA Times repeating his criticism and furthering his argument that Smith’s translation 

has altered Han Kang’s style too much. (Yun 2017)  

The new year of 2018 starts out by Deborah Smith directly responding to the criticism of her 

translation in an essay published in the Los Angeles Review of Books. Her response is diplomatic; she 

acknowledges some of the mistakes she has made in her translation, but also discusses the nature of 

translation and her own philosophy on the topic. Notably, she criticizes the lack of taking into 

consideration translation norms between countries and contexts, and the assessing of effect by 

back-translating her translation into Korean or an imagined literal translation (Smith 2018). Shortly 

after Smith’s response is published, Claire Armitstead, associate editor in culture for The Guardian, 

summarizes the controversy in English-language media on The Guardian’s website. She defends 

Smith and her liberal method of translating, accusing “originalist” translators of having “throttled 

the literary life out of [Korean literature], preventing sophisticated and important writers such as 

Hwang Sok-Yong or Yi Mun-Yol from taking their rightful place on the world stage.” (Armitstead 

2018) 

In February, the previous president of LTI Korea and professor emeritus of English at Seoul 

National University, Kim Seong-kon, came to Deborah’s defence in his weekly column published in 

the Korea Herald. In the column, he discusses English as a global language, and poises the criticism 

of Smith’s translation of The Vegetarian as an example of Korean scholars of other European 

languages seemingly resenting the popularity of the English language. He questions their criticism of 

“the quality of English translation by a professional translator and native speaker of English” by 

these Korean scholars who have “dubious” English proficiency. (Kim 2018)  
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2. Analysis 

The following chapter will consist of examples and analysis of each example divided by book and 

chapter. Examples from the books are sorted into the following categories: rewrites, additions, 

omissions, idiomatic expressions, Korean words kept as they are in the text, and others (mistakes 

and other examples difficult to place in the previously mentioned categories).  

For the purpose of this thesis, I have classified rewrites as passages or sentences that have been 

reworded or/and had structure changed. Examples in the translations where the text has been 

added to have been sorted into additions, and examples where the text has seen removals have 

been sorted into omissions. Examples where idiomatic expressions are used, whether removed or 

introduced in the translations, have been sorted into a category of idiomatic expressions.  

Examples where Korean words are kept in the text have been sorted into a section called as 

such, divided into sub-categories of with and without added context. Lastly, other interesting 

examples and/or presumed mistakes have been sorted into an others category. 

2.1 The Vegetarian 

2.1.1 The Vegetarian 

The first chapter, titled The Vegetarian, is narrated by the husband of Yeong-hye. They have 

been married for several years when Yeong-hye decides to suddenly eliminate all animal products 

from their home. We follow her husband as he tells of her changing behaviour and how they affect 

their life together as well as their family dynamic. 

2.1.1.1 Rewrites 

Example 1. 

Korean English 
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아내가 채식을 시작하기 전까지 나는 

그녀가 특별한 사람이라고 생각한 적이 

없었다. 

Before my wife turned vegetarian, I’d always 
thought of her as completely unremarkable in 
every way. 

The structure “-ㄴ 적이 없다” is used to describe when something has never occurred to you, or 

you’ve never experienced something, thus Yeong-hye’s husband states that he had never thought of 

her as special until she became vegetarian. Smith rewrites the husband’s sentence from negative 

(“never”) into positive (“always”) and strongly emphasizes how ordinary he thinks his wife is by 

adding “completely unremarkable in every way”.  

Example 2. 

우연히 그녀의 등에 손을 얹었다가 스웨터 

아래로 브래지어 끈이 만져지지 않는 것을 

알았을 때 나는 조금 흥분했었다. 

I happened to put my hand on her back only to 
find that I couldn’t feel a bra strap under her 
sweater, and when I realized what this meant I 
became quite aroused. 

Yeong-hye’s husband recounts a memory from the early days of their relationship, describing 

how he realizes a moment where he can’t feel a bra strap on her back, and thus becomes a bit 

(조금) aroused. His realization of what the lack of the bra strap meant, that she is not wearing a bra 

underneath her sweater, being the cause of his arousal, is not said directly but merely suggested. 

Smith rewrites the sentence slightly, suggesting the underlying reason of his arousal. She also 

emphasizes his arousal in her translation, translating 조금 into “quite”, rather than “slightly” or “a 

little bit”.  

Example 3.  

여름철에 잠깐 외출할 때면 동그랗게 

돌출된 젖꼭지의 윤곽이 드러날까봐 할 수 

없이 브래지어를 했지만, 일분 안에 호크를 

풀어버렸다. 

Even in the summer, when I managed to 
persuade her to wear one for a while, she’d 
have it unhooked barely a minute after leaving 
the house.  

Here Smith largely rewrites a section of Yeong-hye’s husband talking of her unwillingness to 

wear bras. He explains that she had no choice but to wear one in order to cover the outline of her 
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protruding nipples, context that is removed in the translation. Smith’s translation reads that she 

wore bras following her husband’s persuasion, changing the agency from Yeong-hye to her husband, 

and suggesting more tension between the couple which is not described in the original.  

Example 4. 

나는 우리의 생활이 조금이라도 달라질 수 

있으리라고 상상한 적이 없었다. 

I had never considered the possibility that our 
life together might undergo such an appalling 
change. 

While in the original sentence what Yeong-hye’s husband has never considered is even a little 

change in their lives, Smith here rewrites it into “such an appalling change”, emphasizing his 

experience of the situation.  

Example 5. 

나는 오싹한 추위를 느끼며 아내가 있는 

쪽을 보았다. 잠과 취기가 가셨다. 

It was cold enough as it was, but the sight of 
my wife was even more chilling. Any lingering 
alcohol-induced drowsiness swiftly passed.  

The word 오싹하다 is often used in a sense of fear, when you’re feeling creeped out or getting 

chills up your spine. Yeong-hye’s husband in this situation is expressing how he feels an eerie cold 

and looks towards his wife, causing him to suddenly sober up by the look of her. Smith rewrites the 

passage in order to emphasize just how shocked he was, note “even more” and “swiftly”. While the 

original text does not suggest the drowsiness to be caused by intoxication, Smith connects the two 

in her translation.  

Example 6.1 

어두운 숲이었어. 아무도 없었어. 뾰죽한 

잎이 돋은 나무들을 해치느라고 얼굴에, 

팔에 상처가 났어. 분명 일행과 함께였던 것 

같은데, 혼자 길을 잃었나봐. 무서웠어. 

추웠어. 얼어붙은 계곡을 하나 건너서, 헛간 

같은 밝은 건물을 발견했어. 거적때기를 

Dark woods. No people. The sharp-pointed 
leaves on the trees, my torn feet. This place, 
almost remembered, but I’m lost now. 
Frightened. Cold. Across the frozen ravine, a 
red barn-like building. Straw matting flapping 
limp across the door. Roll it up and I’m inside, 
it’s inside. A long bamboo stick strung with 
great blood-red gashes of meat, blood still 
dripping down. Try to push past but the meat, 
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걷고 들어간 순간 봤어. 수백개의, 커다랗고 

시뻘건 고깃덩어리들이 기다란 대막대들에 

매달려 있는 걸. 어떤 덩어리에선 아직 

마르지 않은 붉은 피가 떨어져내리고 

있었어. 끝없이 고깃덩어리들을 해치고 

나아갔지만 반대쪽 출구는 나타나지 

않았어. 입고 있던 흰옷이 온통 피에 

젖었어.  

there’s no end to the meat, and no exit. Blood 
in my mouth, blood-soaked clothes sucked 
onto my skin. 
 
 
 
 

This is the first paragraph of the first passage narrated by Yeong-hye in the novel, recounting the 

dream that shakes her into stop eating meat. Smith takes a lot of liberties with this portion of the 

text by rewriting, omitting and adding to her translation. She rewrites a lot of the passage from a 

first-person account to passive voice.  

Yeong-hye has scratched her face and arms from pushing through the trees. Smith here mistakes 

팔 (arm, arms) with 발 (foot, feet), and also omits that she has hurt her face. She also omits that 

Yeong-hye has pushed herself through the trees. Yeong-hye believes that she was certainly in 

company with someone, but it seems that she got lost on her own. Smith omits her having been 

with company, and in her translation removes Yeong-hye expressing her supposition (-나봐) that 

she has gotten lost. Instead, she adds “this place, almost remembered”, not present in the original 

text, adding a sense of Yeong-hye having been familiar with the location. Yeong-hye discovers 

( 발견하다) a red barn-like building, again a word omitted by Smith in her translation, instead left 

suggested between the lines. She rolls up the straw mat across the door to the barn and enters. 

Smith adds to her translation an introduction of this straw mat, describing it as “flapping limp across 

the door”, likely because an English-speaking reader would not be familiar with it. The moment 

Yeong-hye enters she sees something. Smith’s translation reads “I’m inside, it’s inside”, dramatizing 

the scene where Yeong-hye discovers raw bloody meat hanging from a bamboo stick in the room. 

Han describes the scene as hundreds (수백개) of large chunks of meat hanging from a bamboo pole, 
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with some of them still having not-yet-dried (어떤 덩어리에선 아직 마르지 않은) blood dripping 

from them. Smith removes these parts of the description, likely because they do not serve much 

purpose to enrich the image of the scene. Despite her omissions, she manages to convey the image 

that Han intended for the scene. Yeong-hye describes her white clothes soaked in blood, while Smith 

heavily adds to the imagery by adding that she has blood in her mouth, and her clothes are sucking 

to her skin.  

Example 6.2 

어떻게 거길 빠져나왔는지 몰라. 계곡을 

거슬러 달리고 또 달렸어. 갑자기 숲이 

환해지고, 봄날의 나무들이 초록빛으로 

우거졌어. 어린아이들이 우글거리고, 맛있는 

냄새가 났어. 수많은 가족들이 

소풍중이었어. 그 광경은, 말할 수 없이 

찬란했어. 시냇물이 소리내서 흐르고, 그 

곁으로 돗자리를 깔고 앉은 사람들, 김밥을 

먹는 사람들. 한편에선 고기를 굽고, 

노랫소리, 즐거운 웃음소리가 쟁쟁했어. 

Somehow a way out. Running, running through 
the valley, then suddenly the woods open out. 
Trees thick with leaves, springtime’s green 
light. Families picnicking, little children running 
about, and that smell, that delicious smell. 
Almost painfully vivid. The babbling stream, 
people spreading out rush mats to sit on, 
snacking on kimbap. Barbecuing meat, the 
sounds of singing and happy laughter.  
 

In the second paragraph, Yeong-hye escapes from the barn and runs and runs. She discovers a 

clearing in the forest where families are picnicking. She smells something delicious. Smith 

emphasizes her experience, translating Han’s “맛있는 냄새가 났어” into “that smell, that delicious 

smell.” Yeong-hye describes the sight as so splendid it can’t be spoken in words (말할 수 없이 

찬란했어). Smith instead describes the smell Yeong-hye has encountered as “almost painfully vivid”. 

By doing this Smith changes how Yeong-hye’s experience is portrayed in the scene, putting heavy 

focus on her sense of smell. 

Example 6.3 
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하지만 난 무서웠어. 아직 내 옷에 피가 

묻어 있었어. 아무도 날 보지 못한 사이 

나무 뒤에 웅크려 숨었어. 내 손에 피가 

묻어 있었어. 내 입에 피가 묻어 있었어. 그 

헛간에서, 나는 떨어진 고깃덩어리를 

주워먹었거든. 내 잇몸과 입천장에 물컹한 

날고기를 문질러 붉은 피를 발랐거든. 헛간 

바닥, 피웅덩이에 비친 내 눈이 번쩍였어.  
 

But the fear. My clothes still wet with blood. 
Hide, hide behind the trees. Crouch down, 
don’t let anybody see. My bloody hands. My 
bloody mouth. In that barn, what had I done? 
Pushed that red raw mass into my mouth, felt 
it squish against my gums, the roof of my 
mouth, slick with crimson blood. 
 

 

In the third paragraph, Yeong-hye crouches down behind the trees to hide so that the others 

don’t see her clothes covered in blood. Smith again dramatizes the scene in her translation. Yeong-

hye says that she has grabbed a fallen piece of meat and eaten it. Smith transfers her manner of 

speech here, ending the sentence with -거든 used to portray a sense of “as a matter of fact”, into a 

question: “In that barn, what had I done?”. Smith further dramatizes the scene by describing her 

way of eating as having “pushed that raw red mass into my mouth”. Yeong-hye says that she saw her 

eyes glimmer in a puddle of blood on the floor of the barn, omitted by Smith. 

Example 6.4 

그렇게 생생할 수 없어, 이빨에 씹히던 

날고기의 감촉이. 내 얼굴이, 눈빛이. 처음 

보는 얼굴 같은데, 분명 내 얼굴이었어. 

아니야, 거꾸로, 수없이 봤던 얼굴 같은데, 

내 얼굴이 아니었어. 설명할 수 없어. 

익숙하면서도 낯선….. 그 생생하고 이상한, 

끔찍하게 이상한 느낌을.   

Chewing on something that felt so real, but 
couldn’t have been, it couldn’t. My face, the 
look in my eyes… my face, undoubtedly, but 
never seen before. Or no, not mine, but so 
familiar… nothing makes sense. Familiar and 
yet not… that vivid, strange, horribly uncanny 
feeling. 

In the fourth paragraph, Yeong-hye describes how the raw meat feels so vivid in her mouth, 

though it couldn’t have been. Smith again emphasizes her experience by having Yeong-hye repeat 

“but couldn’t have been, it couldn’t”. Smith also refers to the raw meat she chews on as 

“something”, rather than directly as “raw meat” as in the original text. Yeong-hye then refers back to 
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her reflection in the pool of blood, saying it’s like a face she sees for the first time, but definitely 

hers. She then changes her mind, saying it’s the other way around, that it’s a face she’s seen 

countless times before, but not hers. She can’t describe it. Smith rewrites this sentence, while 

conveying her changing her mind she instead rewords it to “familiar”. Instead of directly translating 

설명할 수 없어 to ”I can’t describe it”, she conveys Yeong-hye’s confusion by writing that ”nothing 

makes sense”. 

Example 7. 

참을 수가 없어. It wouldn’t be right. 

Yeong-hye says here that she couldn’t help herself from throwing out all the animal products in 

the kitchen, she couldn’t stand it, suggesting a lack of control of her own actions and feelings. When 

Smith translates the expression into ”it wouldn’t be right”, she gives Yeong-hye an agency that she 

lacked in the original passage. In the translation she makes a judgement of right and wrong and 

bases her action of throwing out the animal products on her conclusion of her judgement.  

Example 8.  

사춘기소녀도 아니고 이게 무슨 짓인가 Surely not even impressionable young girls take 
it quite that far 

Here Yeong-hye’s husband questions her become a vegetarian, saying she’s not even a girl in 

puberty anymore. The word 짓 refers to an action, in this case Yeong-hye’s becoming a vegetarian, 

but with a negative connotation. Smith’s translation transfers his negative perception of Yeong-hye’s 

decision well into English, while changing “pubescent girls” (사춘기소녀) to “impressionable young 

girls”. 

Example 9. 
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매일 아침 풀만 먹게 되긴 했지만 나는 더 

이상 불평하지 않았다.  

She was as good as her word – I never saw a 
single piece of meat pass her lips – but I had 
long since ceased bothering to complain.  

In the above example Smith leaves out the first half of the sentence, Yeong-hye’s husband 

stating that he ate only grass every morning, adding instead that “She was as good as her word – I 

never saw a single piece of meat pass her lips”. By doing this, Smith changes the focus onto Yeong-

hye’s resolution to not eat meat. It could be that Smith confused the subject of the first half of the 

sentence, believing that the subject is Yeong-hye and not her husband.   

Example 10. 

그녀는 새벽 다섯시쯤 되어서야 잠자리에 

들었고, 한시간쯤 자는 둥 마는 둥하고는 

짧은 신음을 뱉으며 깨어나곤 했다.   

She didn’t come to bed until around five in the 
morning, and even then I couldn’t say for sure 
whether she actually spent the next hour 
asleep or not. 

Also in this example, Smith completely rewrites the second half of the sentence. Where in the 

original text Yeong-hye’s husband tells of how his wife would sleep restlessly for an hour and wake 

up with a sigh, Smith instead changes the focus in her translation on to the husband. Her translation 

adds an insecurity in him not present in the original.  

Example 11. 

나는 너털웃음을 터뜨렸다.  This was just too ridiculous for words.  

Here Yeong-hye’s husband describes how he breaks out into a laugh, meanwhile Smith changes 

it into a description of his judgement of Yeong-hye’s behavior.  

Example 12. 

…땅구멍 하나하나에서. From the same place your sweat comes from.  

Yeong-hye tells her husband that she can’t stand him touching her because of the smell of meat 

emanating from him. When he asks where that smell would come from as he’s showered, she says 

that it comes “from each of your pores”. Here Smith chooses a more figurative translation of the 

word 땅구멍, pore, instead writing “the same place your sweat comes from”. Whereas Yeong-hye 
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specifies the smell as coming from each and every one of his pores (하나하나에서), Smith removes 

this specification. 

Example 13. 

내가 들어가보지 못한, 알길 없는, 알고 

싶지 않은 꿈과 고통 속에서 그녀는 계속 

야위어갔다.  

All because of this agonizing dream, from 
which I was shut out, had no way of knowing 
and moreover didn’t want to know, she 
continued to waste away. 

In this example Smith slightly changes the wording describing the causal relationship of Yeong-

hye’s dream and her wasting away. The original text describes Yeong-hye wasting away from the 

agony (고통) and her dream, while Smith in her translation decides to describe the dream as 

agonizing. She adds additional emphasis, “all because of this agonizing dream” and formatting 

“want” in italics.  

Example 14. 

이곳까지 오는 동안 줄곧 아내는 말이 

없었지만, 워낙 그런 사람이었으므로 나는 

개의하지 않았다. 말이 없으면 좋다, 

어른들은 원래 저런 여자를 좋아한다고, 

나는 조금 불편했던 마음을 손쉽게 

떨쳐버렸다. 

She hadn’t said a single word on the way here, 
but I convinced myself that this wouldn’t be a 
problem. There’s nothing wrong with keeping 
quiet; after all, hadn’t women traditionally 
been expected to be demure and restrained? 

Yeong-hye’s husband here talks of his thoughts on his wife’s quietness in the car on the way to a 

dinner with his boss. He says it didn’t bother him as she’s that kind of person, telling himself that 

adults/older people like the kind of women who don’t speak, and dismisses his worries. Smith 

rewrites this passage drastically, removing the notion that he feels Yeong-hye is just that kind of 

person, and equates her behavior with traditional social expectations of women.  

2.1.1.2 Additions 

Example 1. 
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Korean English 

내 기대에 걸맞게 그녀는 평범한 아내의 

역할을 무리없이 해냈다. 

In keeping with my expectations, she made for 
a completely ordinary wife who went about 
things without any distasteful frivolousness. 

Smith here adds adjectives, adding emphasis in the description of how ordinary and 

unproblematic Yeong-hye used to be. 

Example 2. 

올해로 결혼 오년차에 접아들었으나, 

애초에 열렬히 사랑하지 않았으니 특별히 

권태로울 것도 없었다. 

We were approaching the five-year mark, and 
since we were never madly in love to begin 
with we were able to avoid falling into that 
stage of weariness and boredom that can 
otherwise turn married life into a trial.  

In this example Smith again adds to the husband’s narrative. While he states that there was not 

much dullness (“특별히 권태로울 것도 없었다”) to their almost five-year long marriage as they 

weren’t passionately in love from the start, Smith adds to this context further explaining that they 

“were able to avoid falling into that stage of weariness and boredom that can otherwise turn 

married life into a trial”. 

Example 3. 

잠든 사람의 숨소리 같지는 않았다. Yet it didn’t sound like the deep, regular 
breathing of someone who has fallen asleep. 

In the above example Smith adds context, describing what the breathing of someone who has 

fallen asleep should sound like (deep, regular).  

Example 4.  

처음부터 아내가 고기를 역겨워하는 

체질이었다면 그나마 이해할수 있었다. 

결혼 전부터 아내는 식성이 좋았고, 그 점이 

특히 내 마음에 들었다. 

If you’d said that my wife had always been 
faintly nauseated by meat, then I could have 
understood it, but in reality it was quite the 
opposite – ever since we’d got married she 
had proved herself a more than competent 
cook, and I’d always been impressed by her 
way with food.  

In the middle of the passage Smith adds the sentence “but in reality it was quite the opposite”, 

not present in the original text. This addition adds context and proves helpful in the flow of the 
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passage. Without the added context the transition in the passage could feel jarring to the reader. 

She also translates the 이었다면, the short form of 이었다고 하면, used to pose an imaginary 

scenario where someone might have said something or you might have had a certain thought. Here 

Smith translates the grammar structure into “if you’d said”, whereas “if I had thought” would be the 

appropriate translation, aligning with the author’s intentions. The final sentence of this example, 

where Yeong-hye’s husband is expressing that he had particularly fancied his wife’s appetite, is 

rewritten by Smith. Perhaps she has wrongly confused the meaning of the word 식성 (good 

appetite) with “a competent cook” and therefore turned Yeong-hye in her translation into a 

competent cook, who impresses her husband, instead of a woman with a good appetite.  

Example 5. 

그러나 이제는 내 손이 어깨에 닿기만 해도 

조용히 몸을 피했다.  

But now, although she didn’t make a fuss about 
it, if my hand so much as brushed her shoulder 
she would calmly move away. 

Here Smith adds context of Yeong-hye not bothering her husband about his physical touches, 

not present in the original text. The addition serves little purpose to help the reader in this example. 

Example 6. 

제기랄, 그렇게 꾸물대고 있을 거야? Damn it, what the hell are you doing squirming 
like that? You’ve never been squeamish before. 

In this scene where Yeong-hye is mincing meat, her husband questions her for being squeamish. 

Smith’s addition adds further context to emphasize the change in her behavior towards food, by 

adding that she has “never been squeamish before”.   

2.1.1.3 Omissions 

Example 1. 

Korean English 
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안방과 달리 부엌은 꽤 쌀쌀했다. 평소라면, 

추위를 타는 아내는 서둘러 카디건을 

걸쳐입고 터슬리퍼를 찾아신었을 것이다. 

On such a night my wife would ordinarily have 
hurriedly slipped on a cardigan and searched 
for her towelling slippers. 

This passage reads of a night where “the kitchen was quite chilly, unlike the bedroom”, and how 

Yeong-hye, “sensitive to the cold”, would hurriedly slip on a cardigan and find her furry slippers out 

to wear. Here Smith has completely removed the first sentence of the passage, as well as the 

description of Yeong-hye as sensitive to the cold. Perhaps she omitted the sentence due to 

struggling with translating the word “anbang”, as seen in 2.2.1.6 example 1. 

Example 2. 

[…] 살을 빼겠다는 것도 아니고, 병을 

고치려는 것도 아니고, 무슨 귀신에 씐 것도 

아니고, 악몽 한번 꾸고는 식습관을 

바꾸다니. 

As far as I was concerned, the only reasonable 
grounds for altering one’s eating habits were 
the desire to lose weight, an attempt to 
alleviate certain physical ailments, being 
possessed by an evil spirit, or having your sleep 
disturbed by digestion. 

Yeong-hye’s husband expresses his disbelief about the fact that his wife has changed her diet 

because of a single nightmare, judging her decision as less reasonable than those who go vegetarian 

for reasons such as losing weight, managing a disease or becoming possessed by a spirit. Smith does 

not translate the one sentence, she instead adds to Yeong-hye’s husband’s narrative by writing that 

“as far as I was concerned, the only reasonable grounds for altering one’s eating habits were […]”. 

Smith’s change here still conveys his disbelief and sense of Yeong-hye being unreasonable, albeit 

slightly differently to the original text. Smith also adds a fourth motivation Yeong-hye’s husband 

thinks one may want to alter one’s eating habits: having your sleep disturbed by digestion.  

Example 3. 

[…] 다른 한손에 큰 가위를 들고 쓱쓱 

잘라내는 품이 듬직했다. 결혼한 뒤 

일요일에 만들어내는 요리들도 그럴듯했다. 

다신 생강과 물엿으로 미리 재워 향긋하고 

달콤하게 튀긴 삼겹살 […] 

Tongs in one hand and a large pair of scissors in 
the other, she’d flipped rib meat in a sizzling 
pan whilst snipping it into bite-sized pieces, her 
movements deft and practised. Her fragrant, 
caramelized deep-fried belly pork was achieved 
by marinating the meat in minced ginger and 
glutinous starch syrup.  
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Here Yeong-hye’s husband describes the different kinds of dishes she would make on Sundays 

after they had gotten married, after which he describes the unsatisfying dishes she would prepare 

after she stops eating meat. Smith omits this one sentence in the passage. Her omission does not 

affect the passage in any significant way, as he goes on to describe the different foods she would 

make the comparison remains, only the detail of him associating her cooking with Sundays 

disappears.  

Example 4. 

오늘 잘해야 돼. 사장이 부부동반 모임에 

과장급을 부른 건 내가 처음이야. 그만큼 날 

잘 보고 있다는 거야.  

I need this evening to go well. You know it’s the 
first time the boss has invited me to one of 
these dinners.  

Here Smith encounters a tricky example of Korean business culture. “One of these dinners” 

refers to a gathering with company employees and their husbands or wives, and Yeong-hye’s 

husband tells her that it’s the first time his boss has invited a person of his rank. These details are 

removed by Smith, likely because of the difference in business culture in the west. Yeong-hye’s 

husband adds “this is how highly he thinks of me”, a passage which is also removed in Smith’s 

translation.  

 

2.1.1.4 Idiomatic expressions 

Example 1.  

Korean English 

아내는 말수가 적은 편이었다. She was a woman of few words. 

The expression “-ㄴ 편이다” is used to express that someone may have a tendency or leaning 

towards something. Smith decides to use an idiomatic expression in her translation, instead of 

carrying the grammar form into her translation. While her translation effectively carries the nuance 

into the English, her translation is straightforward, rather than modal, as in the original.  
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Example 2. 

아무리 늦어도 관여하지 않았다. However late I was in getting home she never 
took it upon herself to kick up a fuss. 

Here Smith offers additional context (”in getting home”) and adds emphasis (“never”), not 

present in the Korean text. She effectively conveys the meaning of “관여하다” (to get involved in, 

be concerned with) into the well-known idiomatic expression ”to kick up a fuss”.  

Example 3. 

친구들에게 보일 때 내 체면이 섰을 것이다.  So that I could save face in front of my 
acquaintances. 

Here Smith has chosen to keep the idiomatic expression in the original text, 체면이 서다, 

translating it with the corresponding, and in English very familiar, expression “to save face”.  

Example 4. 

아무런 소리도 들리지 않았다. 마치 나 혼자 

있는 방 같았다. 

The silence was so weighted I might as well 
have been alone in the room. 

In this example Smith turns a rather direct expression into an arguably more dramatic-sounding 

idiomatic expression. When one talks of a heavy or weighted silence, one talks of an uncomfortable 

situation where the people involved for some reason do not speak to each other. With Smith’s use 

of this idiomatic expression, a sense of uncomfortableness is introduced to the passage not originally 

present.  

Example 5. 

아무 말도 듣지 못한 듯 우뚝 서 있었다. Ramrod straight as though perfectly oblivious 
to my repeated interrogation. 

In the above example Smith inserts an idiomatic expression, “ramrod straight”, to express how 

very straight Yeong-hye holds herself as her husband finds her in the kitchen one night. He questions 

her of what she is doing, but she doesn’t respond. While Han’s language reads simply “as if she 
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couldn’t hear a word”, Smith emphasizes his questioning by writing, “perfectly oblivious to my 

repeated interrogation”.  

Example 6. 

미쳤군. 완전히 맛이 갔어.  You’re insane! You’ve completely lost it.  

맛이 가다 is an idiomatic expression that can be used to describe that a person has gone crazy, 

or freaked out. Smith translates the idiom into a comparable English idiomatic expression.  

Example 7. 

그러나 그녀가 어떤 광기에 사로잡혀 

있다고 보기는 어려웠다. 

All the same, I found it difficult to believe that 
she might genuinely be going soft in the head.  

Here Smith again uses a familiar idiomatic expression to express how Yeong-hye’s husband finds 

it difficult to think that she’s mentally ill.  

2.1.1.5 Korean words kept in the text 

In the below examples, you can see how Smith shies away from explaining the Korean terms 

that inevitably make their way into her translation. This chapter often talks about food, and she 

often keeps the names of the dishes intact without further explaining them, aside from the first 

example below. While terms like bulgogi, soju, kimchi and kimbap have become more and more 

familiarized in the west as of late and are common in foreign Korean restaurants, yuk hwe has not 

been pushed as much. Smith also keeps the term manhwa intact, not changing it into the more 

familiar term manga, referring to comics of a particular style originating in Japan and widely popular 

in the west, comparable to Korean comics.  

With added explanations 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

..육회를 즐겼고.. … enjoyed yuk hwe, a kind of beef tartar. 
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Without added explanations 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

출판만화의 말풍선에 대사를 쳐넣는 

하청일을 받아 집에서 작업했다. 

..and was subcontracted by a manhwa 
publisher to work on the words for their speech 
bubbles, which she could do from home. 

 

Example 2. 

회식에서 마신 소주 병 반 덕분에 요의와 

길증을 함께 느끼고 깨어난 참이었다. 

I’d woken up with a raging thirst from the 
bottle and a half of soju I’d had with dinner, 
which also meant I was taking longer to come 
to my senses than usual.  

 

Example 3. 

..김밥을 먹는 사람들. ..snacking on kimbap. 

 

Example 4. 

..오랫동안 김칫대를 씹었다. ..crunching on kimchi for what felt like an age. 

 

Example 5. 

..불고기를 우물거리다가 당신은 입에 든 걸 

뱉넸지. 

..when you sat down to a meal of bulgogi, you 
spat out the second mouthful.. 

 

2.1.1.6 Others 

Example 1. 
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Korean English 

말로만 듣던 몽유병인가.  If she couldn’t hear me then perhaps that 
meant she was sleepwalking.  

The expression 말로만 듣던 is used to refer to something of which you have only heard of 

before, something you know of but have not directly encountered or experienced. Smith seems to 

not know what to do with this expression, attributing the subject of the sentence to Yeong-hye 

rather than her husband.  

Example 2. 

정신을 놓고 있었던 게 아니라, 내가 

안방에서 나오는 것, 질문, 자신에게 

다가오는 것까지 모두 의식하고 있었던 

것이다. 그녀는 다만 무시했을 뿐이다.  

I had no doubt that I was in my right mind and 
all this was really happening; I had been fully 
conscious of everything I had done since 
emerging from the living room, asking her what 
she was doing, and moving towards her. She 
was the one standing there completely 
unresponsive, as though lost in her own world. 

Here, Smith confuses the subject of the passage. It is not “I”, Yeong-hye’s husband who narrates 

this chapter, but Yeong-hye herself who had been fully conscious. In the Korean language the 

subject of a sentence is very often inferred to through context, a context Smith has apparently 

misunderstood.  

Example 3.  

엘리베이터가 꼭대기층에 머물고 있는 것을 

확인하고 삼층 계단을 뛰어내렸다. 

I checked whether the lift was going to go all 
the way up to the top floor, and then dashed 
down three flights of stairs. 

In the above example Smith confuses the word 머물다, in this context carrying the meaning of 

staying. The elevator is already sitting at the top floor, rather than going up to the top floor.  

Example 4.  

더 이상 Even-stranger 
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더 이상 is an expression that can be compared to English expressions such as ”moreover” 

or ”furthermore”. Smith here mistakes the expression for the word “이상하다”, meaning ”strange”.  

Example 5. 

미숫가루  Miso powder 

미숫가루, misu powder, consists of rice, various grains and beans, and is commonly used in 

Korean cooking. Miso powder consists of fermented soybeans and various other ingredients, 

commonly used in Japanese cooking. Misu and miso are very different ingredients. Why Smith has 

chosen to use the Japanese name here can only be speculated on. Perhaps she was unfamiliar with 

the ingredient and believed misu and miso to be similar, choosing the Japanese term as it is more 

familiar to English-speakers.  

Example 6.  

말로만 듣던 편집증이나 망상, 신경쇠약 

따위로 이어질 시초라면. 

If the hints at hysteria, delusion, weak nerves 
and so on, that I thought I could detect in what 
she said, ended up leading to something more? 

Here, once again Smith misunderstands the expression 말로만 듣던 previously mentioned in 

example 1 in this chapter. Yeong-hye’s husband expresses here his unfamiliarity with these 

conditions. 
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2.1.2 Flaming Trees 

In the final chapter of the novel we follow Yeong-hye’s sister In-hye as she visits Yeong-hye at a 

mental institution.  

2.1.2.1 Rewrites 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

시간은 멈추지 않는다. Time passes. 

Here Smith starts out the final chapter of the novel by translating the first sentence from a 

negative expression (멈추지 않는다, does not stop) to a positive expression (passes).   

Example 2. 

저 껍데기 같은 육체 너머, 영혜의 영혼은 

어떤 시공간 안으로 들어가 있는 걸까. 

What other dimension might Yeong-hye’s soul 
have passed into, having shrugged off flesh like 
a snake shedding its skin? 

In-hye wonders what kind of dimension Yeong-hye’s soul might have passed into, having 

surpassed her “skin/shell-like flesh” (껍데기 같은 육체). This phrase could be interpreted as Yeong-

hye having seemed to feel stuck in her body, and in her mental state she is trying to escape it and its 

limitations (her “shell” or “skin”). Smith here uses the likening of a snake shedding its skin, not 

present in the original, however a likening that would be familiar to English speaking readers to 

convey this idea. 

Example 3. 

영혜는 그곳이 콘크리트 바닥이 아니라 숲 

어디쯤이라고 생각했을까. 

Had Yeong-hye mistaken the hospital’s 
concrete floor for the soft earth of the woods? 

While Han here writes of “somewhere in the woods”, Smith has instead chosen to write “the 

soft earth of the woods”. It adds slight character to the woods, and contrast to the hospital’s 
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concrete floor. It’s also a fine addition in the context of Yeong-hye seeming to have wanted to dig 

her hands into the flooring as if spreading her roots into the ground like a tree.  

Example 4. 

아마 환자들이 감금되어 있기 때문일 

것이다. 

Perhaps it is because the patients here are not 
free to leave. 

In Han’s Korean text Yeong-hye’s sister tells of how the patients at the mental institution are 

confined, while Smith instead chooses to describe them as not free to leave, a slightly less direct 

statement.  

Example 5. 

그쪽 때문에 더 흥분하고 있어요. She’ll be calmer without you in there. 

A nurse speaks to In-hye, saying Yeong-hye is more worked up because of her. Smith rewrites 

the sentence into a more indirect statement, fitting the following scene of In-hye exiting the room. 

Example 6. 

마치 술에 취한 듯 복도가 흔들린다. She reels along the corridor, staggering like a 
drunk. 

In-hye describes how the corridor is swaying as if she’s drunk. Again Smith rewrites the 

sentence, describing In-hye’s actions rather than her perception of the corridor.  

Example 7. 

그녀는 두 손으로 아이의 얼굴을 

감싸올렸다. 

She slipped a hand under his chin and tilted his 
head up. 

In-hye embraces her son’s face with her two hands (두 손). Smith instead describes her as 

slipping a hand under his chin and tilting it up, slightly changing the image of the passage.    

Example 8. 
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꿈속에선, 꿈이 전부인 것 같잖아. 하지만 

깨고 나면 그게 전부가 아니란 걸 알지….. 

그러니까, 언젠가 우리가 깨어나면, 

그때는….. 

I have dreams too, you know. Dreams... and I 
could let myself dissolve into them, let them 
take me over… but surely the dream isn’t all 
there is? We have to wake up at some point, 
don’t we? Because… because then… 

In-hye whispers to Yeong-hye how this all might be a dream, and then continues in this passage 

that how in a dream, the dream seems to be everything there is, however when you wake up you 

realise that that’s not the case. She then leaves an open statement of “so, when we one day wake 

up, then…”, not finishing the sentence. Smith rewrites the passage, adding in front that “I have 

dreams too, you know”. Instead of translating In-hye’s words directly as “it seems as if the dream is 

all there is”, Smith adds a sense of temptation in In-hye to let herself be taken over by the dream(s), 

then has her question if the dream really is all there is and if we have to wake up at some point.   

2.1.1.2 Additions 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

그러나 지금 영혜의 손은 반응이 없다. But now her sister’s hand is limp and 
unresponsive. 

Here Smith adds to the description of Yeong-hye’s hand as being limp, further emphasizing her 

being unresponsive. 

Example 2. 

지우가 어떤 말이나 행동으로 그녀를 

웃기고, 그녀는 문득 멍해진다. 

Something Ji-woo says or does makes her 
laugh, and then immediately afterwards she is 
left blank, empty even of pain. 

In this example Smith adds that In-hye is “empty even of pain”, emphasizing In-hye’s lack of 

emotion following her reacting to her son’s antics.  

Example 3. 

의식을 놓고 있는 게 아니라 오히려 의식을 

어딘가에 집중하고 있는 겁니다. 

It isn’t that she’s not conscious, exactly – 
rather, it’s as if her conscious mind is so 
completely concentrated on something, or 
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somewhere, that she isn’t aware of her 
immediate surroundings. 

Again, here Smith adds expressions in order to emphasize a doctor’s explanation of Yeong-hye’s 

current state.  

Example 4. 

알겠습니다, 하지만. 

그녀는 대답한다. 

괜찮을 것 같아요. 

’I understand,’ In-hye says. ’It’s just-’ 
The doctor cuts her off. 
‘I’m sure everything will work out fine.’ 

Here Smith adds “the doctor cuts her off” in order to clarify who is speaking in this dialogue, a 

well needed addition as the speaker in the dialogue is only shown through context clues in the 

original text. Smith also changes the position of “In-hye says” (“그녀는 대답한다”, “she answers”, in 

the original text) to place it in the middle of In-hye’s sentence, again a change that works well in the 

flow of the dialogue.  

Example 5. 

의료진을 따라 그녀도 그 방으로 들어간다. In-hye waits for the other medical staff to file 
in, then follows cautiously. 

Here Smith rewrites the sentence in order to paint a more explicit image of the situation, where 

In-hye follows the medical staff into the room where Yeong-hye is laying in. Smith adds that she 

follows them “cautiously”, while not present in the original text, it adds context to In-hye’s state of 

mind and her careful behavior in the situation.  

Example 6. 

그녀는 자신도 모르게 앞으로 발을 

내딛는다. 

In-hye takes a step forward, faintly dazed. 

In the original text In-hye is described as taking a step forward “without her even knowing” 

(자신도 모르게). Smith instead describes her as doing so while “faintly dazed”, again adding 

context to In-hye’s state of mind in the situation.  
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Example 7. 

그녀는 담당의의 어깨를 젖히고 영혜 앞에 

선다. 

In-hye grabs Yeong-hye’s doctor by the 
shoulder as he bends over the bed and yanks 
him back. She stands and looks down at Yeong-
hye. 

Again, Smith adds context to the situation not present in the original text in order to paint a 

more vivid imagery. While in the original In-hye grabs the doctor by the shoulder, Smith adds that 

she yanks hi back as he bends over the bed. Smith’s addition makes In-hye come off as slightly more 

aggressive or assertive in the English translation than she does in the original passage.  

Example 8. 

얼핏 커다란 소용돌이를 연상시키는 그 

무늬를 그녀는 멍하게 바라본다. 

In-hye stares blankly at the splatter pattern. A 
whirling galaxy of bloody stars. 

Yet again, Smith adds imagery to this scene where she describes the pattern of blood splatter 

that In-hye is looking at as “a whirling galaxy of bloody stars”, a description not present in the 

original text.  

Example 9. 

오후의 기우는 햇빛 아래, 비에 젖었던 모든 

나뭇잎들이 다시 태어난 듯 맹렬히 

반짝이고 있다. 

In the waning afternoon light, the rain on the 
leaves glitters intensely, kindling a green fire. 

Here, while Han describes the leaves wet by rain as glittering intensely as if having been born 

anew, Smith instead describes the leaves as “kindling a green fire”, a slightly more vivid image.  

Example 10. 

오래 손질하지 못한 머리칼을 쓸어올리는 

그녀의 손이 눈에 보이게 떨린다. 

She smoothes her hair back, knows she should 
see to it, knows it must look a state. Her hand 
trembles visibly. 

In-hye smoothes the hair she hasn’t tended to for a while with her hand. Smith adds to the 

context of her action by saying that she knows she should see to it and that it looks messy (“a 

state”).  
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2.1.2.3 Omissions 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

침묵을 깨고 그녀는 중얼거린다. She mutters to herself. 

Here Smith removes the first part of the sentence, “she breaks the silence and”, slightly 

changing the tone of the scene.  

Example 2. 

아직 어두운 새벽, 지우가 깨어나기 

전까지의 서너 시간. 어떤 살아 있는 것의 

기척도 들리지 않는 시간.  

A time when there is neither sight nor sound of 
any other living thing. 

Here we read of In-hye, ridden with insomnia next to her sleeping son. It’s still dark and a few 

hours before he will wake up. Smith removes this description from the passage. Despite her 

omission, it is still clear that the scene takes place late at night (or early in the morning), however 

the tone changes slightly in her translation. 

Example 3.  

선생님, 잠깐만요. 제 집사람이랑 

통화해보셨나요? 퇴원해도 좋다고 

선생님이 한말씀만 해주시면…. 

중년의 남자 환자가 미리 준비해둔 쪽지를 

의사의 가운 주머니에 밀어넣는다. 

제 집사람 전화번홉니다. 저, 한번만 전화를 

해주시면…. 

중년남자의 마을 가로막으며 치매로 보이는 

노인 환자가 끼어든다. 

선생님, 약 좀 바꿔주시오. 자꾸만 귀에서 

우웅….. 소리가 난단 말이오. 

그사이, 예의 피해망상증 여자 환자가 

의사에게 다가가 소리치기 시작한다. 

’Just a minute, doctor. Did you call my wife? If 
you could just tell her that’s it okay for me to 
be discharged… here’s my wife’s number. If 
you’d just give her a call..’ 
‘Doctor, please change my medication. There’s 
this incessant… ringing sound in my ears.’ 
‘Doctor, won’t you speak to him? He’s always 
hitting me, I can’t cope any more. What, now 
you’re at it too? Why are you kicking me? I’m 
telling you to talk to me.’ 
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선생님, 저랑 얘기 안하실 거예요? 저 

사람이 때려서 살 수가 없어요. 아니, 왜 

이러세요? 왜 발로 차고 그러세요? 말로 

하시라구요. 
In a passage where In-hye observes the patients approach one of the doctors at the mental 

institution that Yeong-hye has been admitted to Smith translates the spoken dialogue only, 

removing the descriptions of the patients’ actions and manner of interacting with the doctor. The 

imagery conveyed in the original is not conveyed in Smith’s English translation.   

Example 4. 

뼈만 남은 영혜의 가느다란 팔이 

꿈틀거린다. 입에 흰 거품이 물린다. 

Yeong-hye’s skinny arms flail about, wasted 
away to nothing but bone. 

Here, in the description of Yeong-hye fighting against having a feeding tube inserted, Smith 

removes the description of her having white foam come from her mouth. Perhaps an intentional 

omission, perhaps simply a mistake, Smith’s translation slightly changes the image of Yeong-hye’s 

physical state.  

Example 5.  

좀전에 간호조무사와 그녀가 급히 씻긴 뒤 

옷을 갈아입혀, 눈을 감은 영혜의 깨끗한 

얼굴은 목욕을 마치고 단점에 든 아기 같다. 

Now cleaned of blood and with her eyes closed, 
Yeong-hye’s face is like that of a baby napping 
after a bath. 

Here is another omission by Smith, where Yeong-hye is described as having had her clothes 

changed and been cleaned up quickly by a nurse. Again it may be a mistake or an intentional 

omission.   

Example 6. 

그녀는 아직 물기가 마르지 않은 영혜의 

머리칼을 귀 뒤로 쓸어넘긴다. 희주씨의 

말대로 영혜의 몸은 가벼웠다. 어린아이 

In-hye brushes Yeong-hye’s hair, still slightly 
damp from when the nurse’s aide had washed 
the blood off, back behind her ears. 
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같은 잔 솜털에 덮인 피부가 희고 

매끄러웠다. 
In-hye is sitting next to Yeong-hye in the ambulance transporting them. Yeong-hye’s body is as 

light as Hee-joo earlier had said, and In-hye describes Yeong-hye’s skin, covered in fine hair, as white 

and smooth like a child’s. Smith removes this description, again slightly changing the imagery of the 

scene.  

Example 7. 

마치 그때로 돌아간 듯 가늘고 힘이 없어진 

영혜의 머리칼을 그녀는 어루만진다. 아직 

지우가 강보에 싸여 있을 때의 머리칼 

같다고 생각한 순간 […] 

It occurs to her that Yeong-hye’s hair now 
reminds her of Ji-woo’s when he was still in 
swaddling clothes […] 

In-hye thinks back to when she and Yeong-hye were children and used to bathe together, and In-

hye had washed her sister’s hair for her. Here she is described as stroking Yeong-hye’s hair as if 

having gone back to that time. Again, Smith removes this description, changing the imagery of the 

scene.  

Example 8. 

오래전, 아직 말이 서틀던 지우가 잠 덜 깬 

눈을 가늘게 뜨며 했던 말이다. 

This had been a long while back, when Ji-woo’s 
tongue still tripped over certain words. 

Here In-hye tells of something her son told her, describing him as thinly opening his eyes as he 

wakes up. The description is again removed by Smith, changing the imagery of the scene. 

Example 9. 

대답을 기다리듯, 아니, 무엇인가에 항의 

하듯 그녀의 눈길은 어둡고 끈질기다. 

As if waiting for an answer. As if protesting 
against something. The look in her eyes is dark 
and insistent. 

Here the narrator changes their mind in the middle of the statement, which is omitted in Smith’s 

translation. “As if waiting for an answer, no, as if protesting [..]”. Smith’s omission results in In-hye 

being portrayed incorrectly in this scene.  
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2.1.1.4 Idiomatic expressions 

No idiomatic expressions were observed in the examined final ten pages of the novel. 

2.1.1.5 Korean words kept in the text 

No Korean terms were kept in the examined final ten pages of the novel. 

2.1.1.6 Others 

Example 1. 

Korean English 

지난 수년 동안 자신이 결코 믿을 수 없었던 

그 질문을, 그녀는 처음으로 영혜에게 

던진다. 

It’s a thought she hasn’t been able to 
countenance these past few days, but now, for 
the first time, she asks Yeong-hye the question. 

Here Smith clearly makes a mistake misreading “years” in the expression 지난 수년 동안 (“for 

the past years”) as “days”.  

Example 2. 

원래 정이 많은 것일까. Has she always felt things so deeply? 

 The term 정 can be tricky to translate depending on the context, as it is a broad concept in 

Korean. A person with a lot of 정 is an affectionate person, they could be described as warm-

hearted,  generous and sympathetic to the people in their surroundings. Here, In-hye meets a 

patient named Hee-joo, who is familiar to her from previous visits with Yeong-hye. Hee-joo’s eyes 

are reddened, and In-hye thinks she might have cried “again”. Smith has decided to translate the 

sentence as In-hye wondering if Hee-joo has always “felt things so deeply”. The translation is 

awkward to the context, perhaps asking whether Hee-joo had always been so sympathetic or caring 

would have been a more suitable option.  
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2.2 Vegetarianen 

2.2.1.1 Rewrites 

Example 1. 

Korean English Swedish 

무채색의 옷차림 Sallow aspect Bleka uppenbarelse 

Here the main character’s way of dress (옷차림) is described as achromatic, presumably she 

wears clothes in neutral colours such as black, whites or greys. Smith has translated the description 

of her as having a ”sallow aspect”, shifting the focus away from the main character’s clothes to her 

general appearance. Johansson remains loyal in her translation, carrying this difference into the 

Swedish translation. 

Example 2. 

나는 가끔  불길한 생각을 

했다. 

Now and then, all of this struck 
me as being not so much 
ridiculous as faintly ominous. 

Emellanåt upplevde jag allt 
detta som inte enbart löjligt 
utan också aningen 
illavarslande.  

Yeong-hye’s husband explains how he sometimes experiences her transformation as ominous. 

Smith has in her translation added a contrasting statement not present in the original, saying that he 

thinks of it as being not so much ridiculous as faintly ominous. Smith’s addition of “faintly” is odd, 

depreciating Yeong-hye’s husband’s experience of how ominous it struck him. While Johansson 

makes an attempt to remain loyal to Smith in her translation, she misunderstands the expression 

Smith has used. “Something being not so much as something else” is an expression used when the 

latter is truer than the former. Instead Johansson’s translation states that Yeong-hye experiences 

the situation not only as ridiculous but also as faintly ominous, and the latter less than the former.  

Example 3. 

샛길을 이용해 최대한 

서두른 덕분에 빠듯하게 

We only just managed to get 
to the restaurant in time, and 
even then only because I’d 

Vi hann fram precis i tid, men 
bara för att jag kört som en 
toking genom stan. 
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약속장소에 도착할 수 

있었다. 

gone flat out on the main 
road. 

Here Yeong-hye’s husband describes how he and his wife were able to get to their dinner in time 

by driving as fast as he could by using the side streets. Smith misunderstands it as him having taken 

the “main road”. Johansson instead translates it as him having “driven like a mad man through the 

city”, thus avoiding carrying Smith’s mistake into her Swedish translation. Both Smith and Johansson 

use well-fitting idiomatic expressions in their translations to convey the speed at which he drove. 

Smith also adds the context of them “only just” managing to get there on time, “and even then only” 

because he had driven fast, emphasizing how they were late and would not have made it on time if 

he hadn’t driven the way he did. Johansson’s translation carries Smith’s addition into the Swedish 

“men bara för att jag” (but only because I). 

Example 4. 

부장 내외는 바로 우리를 

뒤따라 들어왔다. 

The section chief and his wife 
turned up a few minutes after 
us, completing the party. 

Avdelningschefen och hans fru 
dök upp ett par minuter efter 
oss, och därmed var alla på 
plats. 

In this example Smith both adds context and an idiomatic expression not present in the original: 

it is not mentioned that the section chief and his wife turned up a few minutes after Yeong-hye and 

her husband, the passage merely states that they follow them in. Smith adds the idiomatic 

expression “completing the party” to add the context of everyone being present. Johansson 

translates Smith’s idiomatic expression with a simpler expression in Swedish, but still carries Smith’s 

added context into the Swedish translation. 

Example 5. 

무용수처럼 비쩍 마르는가 

싶더니 […] 

At first she’d slimmed down to 
the clean, sharp lines of a 
dancer’s physique […] 

Till en början bantade hon ned 
sig tills hon var smal och senig 
som en dansare. 

In this passage where Yeong-hye’s husband describes her weightloss, Smith fittingly describes 

her as ”slimming down”, a more passive expression, but Johansson instead chooses to write 
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“bantade” (she dieted), adding more agency behind Yeong-hye’s dietary change. A more passive 

word in line with Smith’s translation would be better fitting in this situation, as after all, Yeong-hye’s 

dietary change was not motivated by wanting to lose weight, and her weightloss is a symptom of her 

mental illness rather than an active choice to lose weight.  

Example 6. 

바퀴벌레 몇마리쯤 

손바닥으로 때려잡을 수 

있는 아내의 생활력을 나는 

좋아했다.  

I’d always liked my wife’s 
earthy vitality, the way she 
would catch cockroaches by 
smacking them with the palm 
of her hand.  

Jag hade alltid gillat min frus 
jordnära stil, hur hon kunde 
döda kackerlackor genom att 
smälla till dem med 
handflatan. 

The word 생활력 refers to an energy or strength in life, an ability to maintain your life and be 

resourceful. Smith here translates the word into ”earthy vitality”, a phrase that quite well carries the 

connotations of the Korean term into the English translation. Johansson’s Swedish translation 

however, while it is a well-functioning translation in the context, it lacks the sense of an energy and 

strength that is present in the original and English translation. Here Johansson also strays a little bit 

from Smith’s translation of Yeong-hye’s catching cockroaches with the palm of her hand, Johansson 

instead translates it into killing (“döda”) them, rather than catching (“fånga”) them.  

2.2.1.2 Additions 

Korean English Swedish 

[…] 볼이 비좁은 구두 […] […] which were too narrow 
and pinched uncomfortably 
[…] 

[…] som var för smala och 
klämde ihop tårna […] 

Here Yeong-hye’s husband describes how on his way to work he squeezes his feet into newly 

bought, slightly too small shoes. He describes the shoes as too narrow (볼이 비좁다), while Smith in 

her translation adds that they pinch him uncomfortably. Johansson strays from her loyalty to Smith’s 

translation in this passage that makes little to no difference to the essence of the story, specifying 

that it is his toes that are pinched, and removes Smith’s addition of “uncomfortably”.  
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2.2.1.3 Omissions 

Example 1. 

Korean English Swedish 

눈에 띄게 요염하다거나 Strikingly sensual sensuella 

Here Smith has translated the idiomatic expression “눈에 띄게” into the very fitting ”strikingly”. 

A Swedish translation could have been ”slående” or ”påfallande”, however Johansson leaves it out 

of her translation, removing the emphasis of the sentence.  

Example 2.  

발이 물컹한 것이 밟혀 나는 

말을 멈췄다. 내 눈을 믿을 

수 없었다. 

Something squashed under my 
foot, stopping me in mid-
sentence, I couldn’t believe my 
eyes.  

Not translated.  

The above example was not translated into Swedish. One may guess it was simply an oversight 

by Johansson.  

Example 3. 

[…] 흔히 말하는 상담이나 

치료 따위를 고려하고 

싶지는 않았다. 

[…] I wasn’t prepared to 
consider taking her for an 
urgent medical consultation, 
much less a course of 
treatment. 

[…] var jag inte beredd att ta 
henne till läkare, än mindre 
söka någon storts behandling. 

Here Johansson omits in her translation the consideration (or rather the lack of consideration) 

that Yeong-hye’s husband expresses in his doubt to take her for a medical consultation. While Smith 

translates a “regular consultation or treatment” into “an urgent medical consultation, much less a 

course of treatment”, Johansson simplifies her “urgent medical consultation” to “att ta henne till 

läkare” (to take her to the doctor).  

 

2.2.1.4 Idiomatic expressions 

Example 1. 
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Korean English Swedish 

각질이 일어난 노르스름한 

피부 

Jaundiced, sickly-looking skin Glåmig, gulaktig hy 

 

Here the main character’s skin is described as flaky (각질이 이러나다) and yellowish 

(노르스름하다). Smith has in her English translation removed the description of the skin being flaky, 

instead choosing to describe it as sickly-looking. Johansson has remained loyal to Smith in her 

Swedish translation, merely switching the order of the adjectives. Seemingly she has done this for a 

better flowing sentence.  

Example 2. 

나에게는 편안했다 Suited me down to the ground Passade mig som hand I 
handske 

The main character’s husband talks of Yeong-hye’s behavior, saying that it was comfortable, 

convenient, to him. Smith translates the sentence with a well-known idiomatic expression for English 

speakers. While the meaning changes slightly, the message that the husband is approving of Yeong-

hye’s behavior remains. Johansson, loyal as ever, translates the English into a directly corresponding 

idiomatic expression, familiar to Swedish speakers.  

Example 3. 

세상에서 가장 평범한 

여자로 보이는 그녀 

Most run-of-the-mill woman in 
the world 

Världens mest alldagliga 
kvinna 

Here Smith translates 평범하다 (ordinary, average) into an idiomatic expression, ”run-of-the-

mill”. Johansson chooses to translate the idiom into an adjective instead, while keeping the meaning 

intact.  

Example 4. 
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[…] 그녀는 계속 야위어갔다.  […] she continued to waste 
away 

[…] fortsatte hon att gå ner i 
vikt. 

Here Johansson has decided to translate Smith’s well-fitting idiomatic expression, “waste away”, 

with a literal expression, “gå ner i vikt” (to lose weight). An option could have been to keep the 

idiomatic expression in its Swedish equivalent, “tyna bort”, to better convey the tone of the original 

sentence. 

Example 5. 

알지, 당신이 서두를 때면 

나는 정신을 못 차리지.  

If you knew how hard I’ve 
always worked to keep my 
nerves in check. 

Om du visste hur hårt jag alltid 
har behövt kämpa för att hålla 
nerverna i schack. 

In this example Yeong-hye directly speaks to her husband in a dream-like sequence, saying 

that ”you know, when you rush me I struggle to stay focused (정신을 못 차리다). Smith here 

changes in her translation the first half of the sentence, replacing it with ”if you knew how hard I’ve 

always worked to”, and by doing so she removes the role Yeong-hye’s husband plays in her state of 

mind in the passage. Smith then translates the idiomatic expression in the text, 정신을 못 차리다, 

to a fairly fitting idiomatic expression in English, “to keep my nerves in check”. In this scenario, 

where Yeong-hye is chopping vegetables and cuts her finger as she loses focus, perhaps “stay 

focused” or “keep my mind straight” would be better fitting options. Meanwhile Johansson remains 

loyal to Smith in her translation, translating the idiomatic expression Smith has decided to use into a 

direct Swedish equivalent, “att hålla nerverna i shack”.  

2.2.1.5 Korean words kept in the text 

With added explanations 

Korean English Swedish 

주말이면 나물 두어 가지를 

무쳤고 […] 

On weekends she prepared 
seasoned vegetable side 
dishes […] 

På helgerna lagade hon namul, 
kryddade grönsaksrätter […] 

This is a funny example where the original Korean word (나물, namul) remains in the Swedish 

translation, though removed in the vehicular English. It’s possible this might have occurred if it is the 
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case that Johansson was working with a translation by Smith that has later been edited to remove 

the word, though it is unlikely as The Vegetarian was published in 2015 and Vegetarianen published 

in 2016, meaning Johansson probably worked with the printed novel rather than a draft from Smith.  

 

No further examples were found in the portion of the text studied where Johansson had made 

significantly different decisions to Smith in regards to Korean terms. She has stayed loyal to Smith’s 

translations, keeping the Korean words as Smith has when they appear, and translating the 

explanations Smith has added.  

2.2.1.6 Others 

Example 1. 

Korean English Swedish 

안방 Living room Stora rummet 

Traditional Korean houses, Hanok, are divided into different rooms with specific names still used 

today. An 안방 (anbang) would be an “inner room” usually used as a bedroom. Smith has here 

decided to translate the word into “living room”. In Swedish it would be easy mistake to this as a 

“vardagsrum”, the sort of living room where we spend leisure time. However, Johansson recognizes 

from the contextual clues offered that what is being spoken of here is not that kind of room, and 

instead translates it as “stora rummet”, “the large room”. Both translations lose the connotations 

that come with the original anbang, avoiding foreignization of the translations.  

Example 2. 

수첩 notebook Bärbar dator 

In the above example the word 수첩, meaning ”notebook”, ie. a pad of paper to be written on, 

is confused with ”laptop” (bärbar dator) in Johansson’s Swedish translation. The word “notebook” 

(as correctly translated by Smith in English) has especially recently come to be used for laptops as 



 48 

well, so the confusion is understandable. This is an example of how a simple word can change the 

meaning of an object due to lack of context. If a pen might have been mentioned in the same 

passage, perhaps Johansson would have translated differently.  

Example 3. 

아내의 소름끼치게 담담한 

얼굴, 굳은 목소리가 떠오른 

것은 그다음이었다.  

My wife’s unnaturally serene 
face, her incongruously firm 
voice, surfaced in my mind.  

Min frus onaturligt fridfulla 
ansikte, hennes orimligt 
bestämda röst, steg upp i 
huvudet.  

The word 떠오르다 was here suitingly translated by Smith as ”surfaced in my mind”. Johansson 

translates this expression literally, to “steg upp i huvudet”. While Johansson’s translation carries the 

meaning across, it is not an expression commonly used in Swedish, nor does it sound very natural.  
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3. Conclusion and discussion 

The success of The Vegetarian’s English translation is telling of both Han Kang and Deborah 

Smith’s talent as writers. Smith’s translation is as liberal as she in her interviews state her idea of 

translation to be. However, while she states that she is committed to stay faithful to the experience 

of the reader, the experience that Han has intended, she occasionally oversteps. Her frequent 

additions to characters and emphasis occasionally result in significant change of the tone and 

atmosphere of scenes in the story as well as of the characters.  

Some glaring mistakes in grammar and vocabulary, as well as her confusion of subjects in 

sentences, makes it clear that Smith did not have sufficient comprehension of Korean when 

translating the novel. Asking a translator, translating from a language they are not a native speaker 

in, to not make mistakes, and to do so in their first translated work, may be unrealistic. Comparing 

however her translation of the first ten pages to the last ten pages of the novel, she makes less 

mistakes and takes less liberties with rewriting the text, showing that she becomes more 

comfortable with the Korean language and conveying it into English in the process of her translating 

the novel. While Smith’s translation has its flaws, as well pointed out by its critics, it is also clear that 

she has a strong hold of her native English language and applies her own unique voice effectively in 

her writing.  

In Vegetarianen, Johansson has approached her translation of Smith’s English translation in a 

much different way to how Smith approached the Korean original. Throughout the text Johansson 

stays loyal to Smith’s English, taking very little freedom to introduce her own style of writing, with 

few additions and omissions. She can be seen highly proficient in English, misunderstanding Smith 

only twice in the ten pages studied, and transfers the text into natural-sounding Swedish seemingly 

effortlessly. Johansson being a long-experienced translator, working from English to Swedish, 

languages that are much closer in structure and literary tradition than Korean and English, proves 

her a much easier experience than Smith’s.  
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In the translation between The Vegetarian and Vegetarianen, little changes. Even in the 

Swedish, Han and Smith’s voices blend together on the pages while Johansson takes a step back. The 

transformation of the novel takes place by Smith’s hands, in the translation from Korean to English. 

Considering both the ringing praise and the echoing criticism of Smith’s translation, I hesitate to call 

this case a representative case of indirect translation, and considering the circumstances, less than 

ideal. What would be an ideal case of indirect translation? Perhaps one where the translations flow 

equally effortlessly between the three languages, the translation from Korean to English as much as 

the translation from English to Swedish. One where the translator has been well immersed in the 

Korean language, where the translator is experienced. Fantasizing of this ideal situation now though 

is fruitless, and one must remember that despite Smith’s less than ideal first translation, it won the 

hearts of many English-speaking readers and brought global attention to Korean literature through 

winning one of the most prestigious literary awards in the world, a huge feat for a young first-time 

translator. Instead I am curious to see how the revised edition of The Vegetarian will differ from 

Smith’s originally published translation.8 No doubt, many years have passed since she first laid her 

hands on the novel, and she will have developed both as a translator and a writer. I would also be 

curious to see how a direct translation of the original text from Korean to Swedish would set itself 

apart from its indirectly translated counterpart, removed from Smith’s voice.  

While the indirect translation of the novel has been only a secondary focus of this thesis, it is the 

author’s hope that further research of indirect translation in Korean literature published in Swedish 

will be made and inspire more Korean language students in Sweden to pursue translation, and for 

publishers to not have to settle for indirect translations in the lack of translators translating from 

Korean to Swedish. The author also hopes this work may be a small step towards further adding to 

                                                             
8 According to an article from March 14, 2018 in Korea JoongAng Daily, Smith and Han have identified 60 

items to be corrected or changed in the translation, and this list of items has been submitted to the publishers 
of the English language translations as well as publishers whose translations were made from the Engilsh. URL: 
http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3045580 



 51 

the much lacking research of translation of Korean literature, identifying some of the problems 

translators of Korean face and how to best handle them. 
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