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The multifaceted nature of  the yadam

been a source of  delight to readers, as well as a conundrum to scholars. Since the beginning 
yadam

of  the national literary canon, and in spite of  their huge popularity among both pre-modern 
and modern readerships, they have not received the attention they deserve. Si Nae Park’s 
book, The Korean Vernacular Story

detailed study of  only one example of  this genre, Tongp’ae naksong  (Repeatedly Recited 
Stories of  the East  (1713–75), but the conclusions drawn 
by Park are relevant for yadam

The title of  the book employs multiple play and allusion, similar to the yadam style itself. 
Inspired by Patrick Hanan’s book The Chinese Vernacular Story,1 it challenges the dominant 

. The recent An 
Anthology of  Traditional Korean Literature by Peter H. Lee (2017) presents, in the category of  
“Vernacular Fiction”, only works written in this script, under the longstanding assumption 

2 Park shows that, much 

charm of  yadam texts, which blur the borders between high literature and oral narration and 

Park traces the story of  Tongp’ae naksong in four chapters, beginning with a description 

1  Patrick Hanan, The Chinese Vernacular Story
2  Peter H. Lee, An Anthology of  Traditional Korean Literature (Honolulu: University of  Hawai‘i Press, 2017).
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talent, rose to the role of  private tutor in an elite Seoul yangban family. Little evidence remains 
of  his life and work, and apart from the present collection, he has no known extant works. 
This chapter analyses his social and family networks and motivations, offering a picture of  
a literary talent who spent his life as a respected but extremely poor scholar dependent on 
the patronage of  a rich family. It was perhaps this failure which brought him to loathe the 

intellectual scene, and granted him access to both famous literati and Ming and Qing literary 
works imported via embassies to China. 

collected in his stories. The chapter “Narrative World” introduces the times, places, and 
protagonists of  his stories and describes the motifs that most fascinated him, his informants, 
and above all his readers. Strictly speaking, Tongp’ae naksong is not exclusively a contemporary 
work, since it occasionally introduces stories from the distant past, such as the tragic 

and were well worth recording. In terms of  its topics, the collection is rather conservative, 
and compared to other yadam compilations, there are very few supernatural or sexual motifs. 
Instead, it contains stories of  poor scholars, the plight of  secondary sons, clever slave wives, and 

used Literary Sinitic to “articulate the language of  here and now” (p. 112).  His exceptional 
command of  this written medium enabled him to create “a new literary vernacular in 

Tongp’ae naksong were written using idioms, 
proverbs, common expressions, and narrative strategies which made them familiar to their 

retelling of  older stories that transformed them into “action-driven storytelling” (p. 156). 

the chapter discussing language, I would suggest that Park’s skills are best demonstrated in 
the fourth chapter, which deals with the circulation of  Tongp’ae naksong manuscripts and the 
role of  yadam Tongp’ae naksong is a 

documenting the material life of  Tongp’ae naksong and tracing all the textual variants, editions, 
calligraphic features, and connections with other manuscripts was a formidable task. However, 
it helps the reader to understand how the collection was transformed, copied, and circulated 

eight stories from Tongp’ae naksong bound together with instructions for the calculation of  
auspicious dates for hair-washing, and the vernacular poem “Song of  the Loom” is fascinating 
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proof  that a female audience read this bundle of  texts roughly between the years 1854 and 
1865 by.

Tongp’ae naksong are quoted, compared, or retold in 
The Korean Vernacular Story, Park translates “The Story of  a Slave Girl from Chirye” in full 

Hong Yonghan 

comments on the stories’ oral provenance, and comparisons of  text versions or different 
manuscript editions. Images include a traditional map of  Seoul (perhaps not entirely 
necessary) and four facsimiles of  the Tongp’ae naksong (of  which I would have included even 
more). The book is well written and, moreover, exceptionally informative. Park carefully 

introduces the reader to the basic principles of  idu writing and the social contexts of  pre-

Si Nae Park’s book sets the standard and serves as a model for future studies of  the 
 of  the yadam genre in particular. 

Connecting the conclusions of  this study with the long line of  yadam and  works going 

used in telling tales of  their world in their writings. No less important are the changes the 

in her introduction, modern views on the yadam genre have gone through several phases 

methods of  examining the relationship between language and literature. Though these 
insightful observations match the latest understanding, they remain valid only for scholarship 

yadam literature 
yadam texts, P’  

from 1958–1960,3 the 1956 translation of    (Record of  a Nighttime 
Chat at the Main Road Post Station),4  1 from 1995 5 or recent editions of  
yadam  (2018),6  (2019)7 or  (Compendium 
of  Yadam Stories of  the East, 2019)8 shows that the yadam genre plays an important role in the 
building of  the national literature of  the northern part of  the peninsula as well.

The Korean Vernacular Story is indispensable for all scholars dealing with questions of  

the telling of  stories is itself  a wonderful story and, in fact, a delightful read.

3 
4 
5  1 (Pyongyang: Sahoe kwahak ch’ulp’ansa, 1995). 
6  (Pyongyang: Munhak yesul ch’ulp’ansa, 2018)
7  (Pyongyang: Munhak yesul ch’ulp’ansa, 2019)
8  (Pyongyang: Munhak yesul ch’ulp’ansa, 2019).
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work has shed critical light on the period, reinterpreting colonial time and space as the most 

art is no longer based solely on a national trauma of  suppression, censorship, conformity, 

unpredictable, with exciting stories of  daily individual survival and artistic transformation in 
colonial modernity.  

intertwined. In this complex triangle, simplistic dichotomies cannot fully explain the holistic 

Interpreting Modernism in Korean Art: Fluidity and Fragmentation tries to overcome such 
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