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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

In Chason Korea of 1601, a socially inept scholar, Yu Yong,
decides to experience the wondrous beauty of the Inwang Mountains, and alone ascends the mountain and enjoys a bottle of wine
he had carried with him. He happens upon a beautiful woman
and young man sitting together and joins their company, asking
them who they are and why they have come to this mountain.
After much prodding, the two reluctantly agree to tell their story.
The woman, named Unyong, begins her story by telling Yu that
she was once the palace woman of Prince Anp'yong (1418-1453)
and that the young man with her was a chinsa by the name of
Kim.l Anp'yong was a great lover of literature and the arts, and
when dissatisfied with the literary level of the men of the day,
decided to train ten of his palace women, one of whom was
Unyong, in letters. Anp'yong always guarded the women closely,
never revealing their presence to any outsiders. Yet one day,
Unyong met Kim and a forbidden love affair exploded.
Thus unfolds the story of Unyong and Kim chinsa. This earlyseventeenth-century novel follows the winding path of the secret
love affair between these two and the difficulties they encounter in
attempting to realize their desires. The novel holds all the elements needed for a truly captivating story: love, treachery, heartbreak, danger, and friendship.
Unyong-jon [The tale of Unyong] is noteworthy among premodern Korean novels in several respects. First, it is generally said to
be one of the very few premodern romance novels with a tragic
conclusion. Most commonly, Korean novels featuring a love affair
end happily as seen in works such as Ch'unhyang-jon [The tale of
Ch'unhyang]. Even heroic novels featuring a love affair such as
l The literary licentiate (chinsa) was the first major stepping-stone toward passing the government service examination (kwago).
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Cho Ung-jon [The tale of Cho Ung] have gratifying conclusions.
Perhaps because readers desired happiness in their own lives,
novels-works created largely for entertainment-carried such
endings.
Also notable in Unyong-jon is the narrative structure. The narrative voice is largely that of Unyong, and the story unfolds
through her eyes and experiences. Uny6ng-jon is the first Korean
novel to utilize a female narrator. Thus, this novel evolves
through Unyong's space, emotions, and experiences. Consequently, it offers readers an opportunity to enter a very restricted
space in the Choson dynasty (1392-1910), the world of the palace
women who served at the royal palaces.
Given the woman's voice and view prominent in this work,
Uny6ng-j6n demonstrates how women grappled with the difficulties brought about by the very restrictive Confucian ideology
of the seventeenth century. Through the voice of Unyong and her
fellow palace women, we gain insight into the hardships these
women experienced in matters such as the realization of love and
the loneliness of isolation. The reader also will understand the
comradeship between the palace women, who all suffered under
the restrictive rules governing their lives at the palace. In such
aspects, Uny6ng-j6n is one of the very few premodern Korean
records of any sort depicting a woman's understanding of life.
Finally, Unyong-jon is notable for its focus on the issue of
human freedoms. The central theme of the novel is that of basic
rights of humankind: the right to select a lover, the right to follow
one's own choices in life, and the right of women to have rights
equal to those of men. The author of this work had a clear vision
for a more equitable society, and this work was the forum for
introducing basic human autonomy. Debates and conversations in
the text present vivid arguments for the realization of basic rights
to readers. For an early-seventeenth-century work, Uny6ng-j6n is
centuries ahead of its time in the quest for basic rights that are
taken for granted at present. Such a historic call for autonomy is
unrivaled in the fiction of this period in Choson.
While the genre of the novel was held in contempt by many
upper-class elite males in Choson, it nonetheless was greatly
popular among women. Accordingly, we should understand
Uny6ng-j6n as being reflective of the desire of many women for
the realization of love and personal fulfillment. The fact that this
work was widely circulated demonstrates that it matched a need
among readers during the last half of the Choson dynasty.

CHAPTER TWO

Historical Backdrop

The dynastic change from Koryo (918-1392) to Chason
(1392-1910) marked the rise of Confucian ideology as a governing
system and way of life in Korea. While this ideology had been
present in Koryo, it was not given supreme status within the
government and played a secondary role to Buddhism in the customs of the people. 1 This was all the more true in the lives of
women, who enjoyed substantial rights in regard to economic and
social matters in Koryo. Choson was to be a period in which
women were to lose a tremendous amount of freedom as their
lives became heavily influenced by the Confucian vision of womanly virtue and an ever-strengthening patriarchal system.
Choson Dynasty and Change
Yi Songgye (1335-1408), the founder of the Choson dynasty,
was able to usurp the Koryo dynasty through a combination of
military power and support from those later designated as meritorious elites (kaeguk kongsin). While it is sometimes argued that
the so-called newly risen literati class (sadaebu) came into prominence at this time, in fact there was a great deal of continuity
from Kory6 to Choson in terms of the Confucian scholar group;
some Koryo Confucianists even opposed the new dynasty out of
loyalty. 2 While the aims of the meritorious elites and the literati
class often dashed in the first two centuries of Choson, both advocated changes to the existing social systems. In particular, the two
groups composed a scholar-official class that spearheaded various
changes designed to create a society that reinforced their positions
of privilege.
1
2

Confucianism entered the Korean peninsula in the fourth century via China.
John Duncan, The Origins of the Chason Dynasty, 237-238.

CHAPTER THREE

Unyong-jon: An Analysis of a
Seventeenth-century Novel

While the original edition of Unyong-jon is no longer thought to
be extant, numerous copies have been preserved. Despite the lack
of the original, we can state with authority that the work was originally written in literary Chinese and then later "translated" into
Korean script. Moreover, while there are various versions of
Unyong-jon, these are largely the same and hold only minor variations. The work is also known by different titles, a common
feature of premodern Korean novels.
The text

Considering the stylistic sophistication of the versions of

Unyong-jon written in literary Chinese, we can logically surmise
that these versions are the original form of the novel.l So
Chaeyong writes that while the versions in literary Chinese have
some minor differences in regard to the degree of elaboration in
some passages and use of homonyms in places, they are largely
the same. The hangul renditions, on the other hand, demonstrate
a much lower level of literary sophistication as manifested in less
artfully wrought descriptions and numerous errors. 2
To such a stance, we should also add that the poetic forms that
abound in Unyong-jon are uniformly forms written exclusively in
literary Chinese (hansi). Such poems, utilizing hansi forms such as
seven-character quatrains (ch'iron chiJlgu), simply could not have
been initially written in hangul, which does not allow for such
brevity and further cannot match the required form. The frequent
1

Such a stance is supported by numerous scholars. See Pak T' aesang, Chosonjo

aejong sosol yon'gu, 353; Cho Tongil, Han'guk munhak t'ongsa, 3:493.
2 So Chaeyong, "Unyi'ing-jon yon'gu," 154-158.

CHAPTER FOUR

Chos6n Society as Revealed

.

In

Unyong-jon

Important considerations concerning Unyong-jon include how
readers of the mid- to late-Choson period engaged this narrative
and what that engagement reveals about life in the Chason
dynasty. The narrative reflects many aspects of life in earlyseventeenth-century Korea, some obvious to the twenty-first century reader and others buried under thick layers of changed circumstances and worldviews. This analysis is not meant to be
exclusive or exhaustive inasmuch as the dynamic relationship
between readers and the text would have permitted myriad understandings and reactions. What this investigation seeks is to provide a foundation for appraising the value of this text to readers,
particularly women, in the late-Choson period.
As with any literary work, a reader's engagement with
Unyong-jon would have varied depending upon a host of factors
including gender, social status, time period, and personal life
experiences. The reaction of a palace woman reader and that of
an upper-class male yangban reader would have been greatly different. So too would have been the reaction among those of different life experiences. A woman in a happy marriage might not
have felt strong empathy for the plight of Unyong, whereas a
woman in a less than ideal marriage might have felt a deep bond
with the protagonist and her hardships. Accordingly, we can only
make general inferences based upon certain assumptions concerning the demographics of the readers of this work.
Determining the readership of this work is an excellent starting
point for this analysis, and an important and interesting consideration. As this work was initially written in literary Chinese, we can
assume that most early readers would have been men, save for the
few women possessing sufficient education to manage such a
lengthy and difficult work. Such a group of well-educated women

CHAPTER FIVE

Unyong-jon: Translation

Susong Palace, the old residence of Grand Prince Anp'yong,
was situated to the west of Changan Castle at the foot of the
Inwang Mountains. 1 The mountains and streams were so graceful
that it seemed a dragon would soon appear, and also were so
steep and rugged that they appeared like a crouched tiger. To the
south was Sajik and the east, Kyongbok Palace.2
The Inwang Mountains meandered up and down, forming a
high peak near the spot of Susong Palace. Although not high, if
one went to the top and looked down, the shops scattered along
the road and the houses in the capital looked like a paduk board3
and also-like stars in the heavens-one could clearly see the
details. The shape was as ordered as a loom clearly separates
thread. If one looked to the east, the palace was in the distance
and the double road to it seemed suspended in the air.4 The
1 Grand Prince Anp'yong (1418-1453) was the third son of King Sejong (r.
1418-1450). His given name was Yong, his courtesy name Ch'ongji, and pen
names Pihaedang and Maejukhon. His residence was Susong-gung Palace.
Changan Castle is actually the royal city of Tang China (618-907). In this instance, it refers to Kyongbok Palace.
Inwang-san is within the old city walls of Seoul. The elevation of the main peak
is 338 meters.
2 Sajik Altar was founded in 1394 by King T'aejo (r. 1392-1398). The kings of
Choson would perform rites to the deities of the earth (t'osin) and grains (koksin)
on behalf of the people at this altar.
Kyongbok-kung was built under orders from King T'aejo in 1394 and destroyed
by rampaging slaves during the Hideyoshi Invasion in 1592. The palace was in
ruins for nearly three centuries before being rebuilt near the end of the Choson
dynasty in 1872.
3 Paduk is a board game played on a board crossed with horizontal and vertical
lines.
4 The double road (pokto) refers to the roads leading to the royal palace. The
upper road was reserved for use by the king, and the lower road for others.
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