Tambkang Review 56.2 (June 2026): 31-57.
DOI: 10.6184/TKR.202606_56(2).0002

Expanding Boundaries: Inter-lingual and
Inter-semiotic Translations of Han Kang’s
Korean Novel, The Vegetarian

Hyung-jin Lee

Sookmyung Women’s University

Abstract

In literary translation, faithfulness to the original text constitutes the
point of departure rather than the final destination, initiating a new perspec-
tive on the transformations that occur in the process. Literary translation
derives its vitality from its expansiveness, communicating with global readers
by transcending the linguistic and cultural limitations of the original work.
Through this expansion, literary translation realizes what Walter Benjamin
describes as the afterlife of the original. Such expansiveness is evident in
Roman Jakobson’s concepts of inter-lingual and inter-semiotic translation and
aligns with André Lefevere’s view of translation as rewriting and manipulation.
The English translation and film adaptation of Han Kang’s The Vegetarian—
by the 2024 Nobel Prize-winning author—serve as notable examples of
inter-lingual and inter-semiotic translation. In both cases, the interventions
and modifications of the translator and director reveal the characteristics and
purposes of translation as a form of rewriting. Although such rewriting often
invites scrutiny and controversy from the perspective of faithfulness, translation
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ultimately addresses readers different from those of the original text. Its di-
verse purposes and strategies thus contribute to its expansiveness, enabling
broader communication with a wider readership. It is through such expan-
sion that literary translation is revitalized.

Keywords: literary translation, faithfulness, translation expansion, translation
controversy, film adaptation, rewriting, Han Kang, 7he Vegerarian
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Literary Translation over Troubled Bridges

Literary translation serves as an essential cultural bridge that connects
literary texts written in one language to readers of another. For general readers,
access to works written in foreign languages is virtually impossible without
translation. Since the translation text serves as the only path to access the
original, translation readers tend to experience the translated text as if they
were reading the original. A translation can wield a profound influence on its
readers, to the extent that it functions as a pseudo-original text. Thus, literary
translations always provide extra value and functions in order to open the work
to a far larger readership beyond language boundaries; this is the quintessence of
expanding boundaries through literary translation.

The 2024 Nobel Prize in Literature, awarded to South Korean novelist
Han Kang, garnered significant attention, as it marked her as the first female
recipient of the prize from Asia, not to mention the first recipient of the prize in
Korea. This recognition naturally led to increased interest in her work, prompting
translations of her novels into a wide range of foreign languages. However, in cases
where a relatively young and unknown female writer in the global publishing
market receives sudden international attention following the award of a major
literary prize, the lack of sufficient information about the author’s literary world
often leads to controversy regarding the translation and interpretation of the
texts. In particular, some scholars frequently question whether the translation
faithfully represents the original and whether reading the translation offers an
experience equivalent to reading the original text.

This paper problematizes the limiting and restrictive nature of translational
faithfulness in the context of inter-lingual and inter-semiotic translation of
Han’s novel. By doing so, the paper intends to compare and analyze expanded
translation strategies employed for Han’s Korean novel Chaesikjuuija [ 2] 5=
o] 2}, The Vegetarian]; these include Deborah Smith’s 2015 English translation,
which won the 2016 Man Booker International Prize and contributed to Han’s
2024 Nobel Prize in Literature, and the film director Woo-seong Lim’s 2009
film adaptation, an inter-semiotic translation of Han’s novel onto the screen,
which was officially invited to the 2010 Sundance Film Festival in the US .

Han’s Korean novel was first published by Changbi Publishers in Korea in
2007, and Smith published an English translation through Portobello in the UK
in 2015. Smith’s English translation eventually enabled the author to become “the
most discussed and promoted writer in Seoul currently” (Licher 297). However,
despite its fervent reception and widespread acclaim among English-speaking
readers abroad, Korean critics and media have subjected Smith’s translation to
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heavy scrutiny and fierce denigration based on claims of mistranslation and
omission, as well as the translator’s low proficiency in the Korean language and
her weak familiarity with Korean culture (Kwak).

Prior to the English translation, Han’s Korean novel was already inter-
semiotically translated into a Korean film titled 7he Vegetarian in 2009, which
was recognized by a prestigious international film festivall; this demonstrates
another kind of translation as the film director attempts a different and intimate
interpretation of the Korean novel for the screen. Through the inter-semiotic
translation of the film, the director seemingly focuses on the visual and graphic
dimensions of the female protagonist’s body, intending to reflect her liberation
from oppressive cultural constraints as well as her brother-in-law’s sexual
indulgence and violence against her; this is considered as part of an expanded
interference in the film director’s own inter-semiotic translation strategy.

While a significant number of scholarly works have analyzed the English
translation of Han’s novel, either fiercely attacking or defending Smith’s
controversial translation itself, this paper will be the first scholarly work to
compare and analyze the expanding nature and strategies of the novel’s English
translation and the film adaptation from perspectives of inter-lingual and inter-
semiotic translations. Rather than pursuing a single, correct translation based
solely on faithfulness to the original text, the paper intends to explore two
distinctive translation strategies, each characterized by a particular limit and
potential transformation corresponding to each strategic choice in the context
of translation expansion; furthermore, it aims to identify the common thread
shared by the inter-lingual and inter-semiotic translations of Han’s novel.

The notion of expansion discussed here extends beyond the mere
enlargement of interpretation in translation. Rather, it aspires toward a form of
subjective and intimate rewriting that reflects the translator’s personal reading
and interpretation of the text, approaching what may be termed creative trans-
lation or transcreation. Even if the translation outcome may diverge from the
intentions or characteristics of the original text, its significance lies not in being
evaluated solely according to conventional standards of translational fidelity, but
in foregrounding the value of continual new readings of the original through the
perspectives of interpretive plurality and creativity. Through such new readings
enabled by translation, the original text is able to attain what Walter Benjamin
terms its afterlife (90).

I The Korean film, The Vegetarian, was officially invited to the ‘2010 Sundance Film Festival’

in Utah, USA, under the category of World Cinema Narrative Competition in January 2010.
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Expanding the Boundaries of Literary Translation

As discussed by Christiane Nord in her Translating as a Purposeful
Activity, defining translation as “an activity carried out by particular agents” (1),
translation is regarded as a purposeful activity aimed at effective and mediated
communication with translation readers within the context of functionalist
approaches, and literary translation is not an exception. Unlike creative writing,
which primarily involves communication between the author and readers in
the same linguistic and cultural context, literary translation bears a multifaceted
responsibility to transfer the essence of the author’s creative writing to transla-
tion readers of a different language while also appealing to them on an aesthetic
level. Despite the inherent plurality of purpose, however, literary translation is
bound to adopt one particular perspective over another because the one and
only objective or neutral translation cannot exist. Consequently, a different
purpose would initiate a different translation strategy and result in a different
kind of translation.

By rejecting dogmatic translation criticism furnished with the invincible
weapon of faithfulness, the expansion of translation boundaries strives to pro-
mote the value of difference and possibility in perspectives. The possibility of
deriving synchronically and diachronically diverse translations from the same text
could explain the presence of different translation strategies. Roman Jakobson’s
1959 seminal work, “On Linguistic Aspects of Translation” could theoretically
solidify legitimate grounds for applying different translation strategies to the
same text. Jakobson presents three translation categories: inter-lingual, intra-
lingual, and inter-semiotic, with each translation boundary gradually expanding
its scope (139). Inter-lingual translation refers to a linguistic transfer from one
language into another, corresponding to the traditional concept of translation.
Intra-lingual translation involves a contextual transfer that occurs within the
same language. On the other hand, inter-semiotic translation requires a
transformation of verbal signs into non-verbal signs or vice versa.

In particular, the first and third types can contribute to critical expansion
of translation boundaries by crossing over linguistic or semiotic borders; the
expansion involves not just a mere alternative or replacement in translation
practice but also a substantial transformation, initiating both productive and
adverse interference and manipulation. Expansion inevitably involves a
substantial degree of change, and such change often occurs with a specific
purpose in mind as manifested by André Lefevere: “Translation is, of course,
a rewriting of an original text. All rewritings, whatever their intention, reflect
a certain ideology and a poetics and as such manipulate literature to function
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in a given society in a given way. Rewriting is manipulation, undertaken in the
service of power” (vii). The pattern of the various changes may reflect the
particular purpose and strategy of a given translation; this can be effectively
substantiated through comparisons between inter-lingual and inter-semiotic
translations of the same text.

The expansion of translation boundaries continues to challenge the
traditional authority and hegemony of faithfulness which has become a pivotal
base for both translation criticism and translation practice. This is because
the premise that there can be more than one correct translation challenges the
foundation of source-text oriented translation practice and evaluation. The
translational variety, however, is less likely applied to literary translations
because of strict restrictions of authorship and exclusive copyrights that are held
by authors and publishers which place “stricter limitations on the translator’s
control of the translated text” (Venuti 47).

Ironically, because nothing is truly original in human cultural contexts, it
could be argued that the original literary text itself may have resulted from an
author’s inter-semiotic translation of diverse previous inter-textual experiences
and hermeneutic interpretations of a given reality. Nevertheless, the problem of
faithfulness occurs once an author’s experiences and perspectives are materialized
in the form of an original text, as the text itself is bound to impose a hierarchical
status over any subsequent translations. Under the circumstances, the transla-
tions are to be subjected to a stricter requirement of faithfulness and the rules of
stronger authority as if the original text were perfect without any glitch from the
beginning.

Karen Korning Zethsen claims that, since Jakobson’s general definitions
of translation have become less inclusive, this represents a significant set-
back, as both theoretical and practical insights can be gained from examin-
ing the similarities and differences among various forms of translational ac-
tivity (282). While this pretext of expansion does not necessarily defend or
justify every kind of transmutation or manipulation in translation, it could
help to rediscover how such constructive or even adverse changes—the re-
sults of human translators’ limits—could empower the translation’s essential
function of communication and creative contribution.

Literary translation’s fundamental value lies in sharing knowledge and
experiences and targeting a larger group of new readers beyond linguistic or
cultural boundaries. Unlike a translation, the essential raison d’étre of the
original text is accommodating readers who speak the original text language;
thus, the text materializes communal experiences and memories that belong to
the original language and its cultural contexts. Then, literary translation’s value,
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independent from that of the original text, lies in expanding boundaries, and
this expansion is always a bonus to the accolades accumulated by the original
text; it does not harm or damage the relationship between the original text and
its readers. This is why translation should be inclusive, rather than exclusive; the
expansion of translation boundaries encourages value addition rather than value
deduction, by enabling original texts to accommodate differences and changes
rather than harming or denigrating the original texts.

Controversy of the Inter-lingual Translation of The Vegetarian

Han’s Korean novel Chaesikjuuija [* 21 Z2] 2}, The Vegetarian] is a
compilation of three omnibus stories, “Chaesikjuuija” (A} 21 2] 2}, The
Vegetarian], “Monggobanjeom” [ 1.8+, Mongolian Mark] and “Namu
Bulkkot” (U5 &%, Flaming Trees]; these were published as individual
stories, and later collated into a single volume under the Korean title
Chaesikjuuija, which was published by Changbi Publishers in Korea in October
2007. The second story “Mongolian Mark” received the prestigious Lee Sang
Literary Award in Korea in 2005.% Smith’s English translation was published by
Portobello in the UK in January 2015 and Han Kang’s work became the first
Korean novel to receive the Man Booker International Prize® in 2016 and the
Nobel Prize in Literature? in 2024, respectively.

The novel The Vegetarian contains three independent but related stories. In
the first story, “The Vegetarian,” the female protagonist Young-hye refuses to eat
meat, recollecting her weird dream, and consequently, attempts to harm herself;
this leads to her confinement to a mental hospital. The second one, “Mongolian
Mark,” tells the story of a video artist, Young-hye’s brother-in-law, who becomes
fixated on a Mongolian birthmark on Young-hye’s body and persuades her to
let him paint a flower on her naked body and have this interaction filmed.

2 The Lee Sang Literary Award, one of the most prestigious literary awards in Korean literature
circle, was established to commemorate the Korean avant-garde, short-lived genius novelist, Lee
Sang (1910-1937).

3 The homepage of the Man Booker International Prize states, “the prize was first established in
2004 ‘to recognize one writer for his or her achievement in fiction (...) either originally in English
or (...) generally available in translation in the English language.” “The Man Booker International
2016.” The International Booker Prize, 2016, https://thebookerprizes.com/the-booker-library/prize-
years/international/2016 Accessed 8 May 2025.

4 The 2024 Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded to the South Korean author Han Kang, “for
her intense poetic prose that confronts historical traumas and exposes the fragility of human life”
according to the Swedish Academy’s official statement. “The Nobel Prize in Literature 2024.” No-
bel Prize Outreach, 2024, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/2024/summary Accessed 10
May 2025.



38 Tamkang Review 56.2 (June 2026)

Eventually, he decides to paint a similar flower on his own body and comes to
have sexual intercourse with her under the pretext of blossoming the flowers on
both bodies and symbolizing the unity with Mother Nature. This interaction is
discovered with abhorrence by his wife, Young-hye’s elder sister. In the last story
“Flaming Trees,” Young-hye’s sister, now divorced from her husband, visits her
sister at the mental hospital; Young-hye stands still on her hands in the hospital
ward, as she wishes to become a tree and insists on living only on sunlight by
refusing all foods.

The interesting twist regarding the English translation of Han’s novel in
the Korean academic field is that, at the time of publication Han’s Korean novel
did not draw much scholarly attention (as indicated by the low number of
scholarly articles)’, and was not a popular pick among general readers in Korea.
The novel was not listed even once on the top 20 bestseller list, selling less than
7,000 copies per year (Sohn) before it received the Man Booker International
Prize in 2016. The thirty-seven-year-old female writer’s novel, built around
the theme of a woman who dreams of turning into a tree, avoids conventional
romance and unfolds through a bizarre, experimental storyline that stands apart
from contemporary popular fiction. It became vulnerable to the easy catego-
rization with stereotypical adjectives such as feminine, experimental, surreal,
confusing, and so on. Thus, the extent of scholarly attention to Han’s novel
in Korea can be broadly divided into two periods: before and after the award.
However, in the post-award period, most of the domestic scholarly articles on
Smith’s translation are fierce attacks against the translator’s reportedly careless or
ignorant omissions and mistranslations.

Critics claim that Smith added parts that did not exist in the Korean work
or that she sometimes removed parts that were present in the original text. Some
Korean critics even belittle Han’s Korean novel, claiming that it does not deserve
international recognition (Kang). A recent attack on Smith’s English translation
elaborately categorizes the types and examples of mistranslations and omissions;
these include the translator’s confusion regarding simple lexical choice such as
using “foot” instead of “arm,” “main road” instead of “branch road,” “body hair”
instead of “pubic hair”, “spring flower” instead of “erotic painting”, and the
translator’s lack of contextual Korean language knowledge, as indicated by her

> After the publication of Han’s The Vegetarian in 2007, less than 10 scholarly articles were pub-
lished on Han’s novel in Korea before Han received the Man Booker International Prize in 2016.
After it won the prize, however, in the next four years, more than 50 scholarly articles related to the
novel and its translation were published in Korea, according to the Korean scholarly work database,
DBPIA. http://www.dbpia.co.kr. The number increased with Korean scholars abroad publishing ar-
ticles on the novel’s translation after 2016.
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use of “overhead equipment” instead of “expensive equipment”, etc. A harsher
critic claims that “there are obviously some bad—not just inappropriate—
translations or mistranslations. All things considered, despite the translator’s
strenuous efforts to give Han’s intended messages to English readers, Smith’s
translation of 7he Vegetarian is quite flawed and thus inept” (W. Kim 78).

While other critics, including the former president of the Literature
Translation Institute of Korea, also challenge the excessive harshness of the
reviewers, arguing that their attacks on the translator reflect a lack of under-
standing of the complexities inherent in literary translation,® the controversy
nonetheless continues to reinforce a troubling bias against Smith’s translation.
Some Korean media outlets even made inappropriate insinuations about the
translator’s nationality”, claiming that the British translator of the novel was
the real winner of the Man Booker International Prize because the translator
recreated the story in her own manner with her insufficient Korean proficiency
(Kang). The recurring pattern of scrutiny directed at Smith’s English transla-
tion tends to center more on the translator than on the translation itself, largely
because the Man Booker International Prize highlights the translator’s presence
and contribution on equal footing with the author, thereby conferring significant
prominence on the translator.®

However, given the publishing reality that English translations of
other Nobel Prize-winning works frequently involve substantial deletions or
alterations, or even changes in paragraph order, those Korean critics’ response
is excessively severe. The mistranslations they censure involve only individual
words—errors that do not meaningfully affect the novel’s content or narra-
tive flow—and thus, ultimately reflect their discomfort with Smith’s personal
and arbitrary understanding and interpretation of the text. Especially, Korean

¢ Seong-kon Kim, former president of the Literature Translation Institute of Korea, emphasizes
that such criticisms against ‘The Vegetarian’ in English only reflects their own ignorance about how
literary translators work. He calls the critics ‘amateurs’ and suggests that they have no accurate un-
derstanding of literary translation; furthermore, he emphasizes that neither Han Kang nor translator
Deborah Smith deserve such criticism. Kang, “Making Case for ‘The Vegetarian,’ literary transla-
tion.”

7 “The headline of Huffington Post Korea pronounced the translation as completely “off the
mark.” One Korean scholar even declared that English readers had been “betrayed.” Korean-lan-
guage media began to report allegations of numerous errors, omissions and embellishments. Huff
Post Korea took PRI’s awkward question one step further, twisting it into one of nationalist an-
guish: If the translation modified the original this much, can Korean literature even claim any of the
glory?” Yun, “How the Bestseller “The Vegetarian”, Translated from Han Kang’s Original, Caused an
Uproar in South Korea,” Los Angeles Times, 22 September 2017.

8 The Man Booker International Prize splits the prize money between the author and the trans-
lator, a rare practice in international literary awards.
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critics seem to find it embarrassing that the young British translator had studied
the Korean language by herself only for a period of six years’ after she gradu-
ated from college in the UK with a major in English literature,'® and that Han’s
novel was Smith’s first English translation of a Korean literary work with her less
perfect Korean proficiency, and that, prior to winning the 2016 Man Booker
International Prize, she had never once visited Korea.

Furthermore, at a press conference held in Korea after Smith received the
Man Booker International Award in 2016, she defined literary translation as “an
inherently creative act of writing in another language, employing various degrees
of interpretation” (Doo), claiming that a translator may need to be unfaithful
in some respects in order to remain faithful to what is more important. The
claim that translation, grounded in presenting various interpretive possibilities
for Han Kang’s work, functions as a form of rewriting for an English-speaking
readership—and therefore cannot be assessed through a one-to-one comparison
with the Korean original—likely provokes tension and unease among Korean
critics, contributing to their excessively harsh attacks on the translator’s imper-
fect command of Korean. Daniel Kim analyzes those critics’ uncomfortable
responses, using Rebecca Walkowitz’s term of “possessive collectivism,” as “anxiety
that a foreigner had played such an outsized role in bringing a Korean novel
to the wider world in ways that allegedly diluted its authenticity” (381). Such
nationalistic insinuations not only reveal the critics’ neglect of the inherently
expansive nature of literary translation but also their reluctance and bias toward
Han’s original Korean novel.

Expansion of the Inter-lingual Translation of The Vegetarian

Despite domestic controversies regarding Smith’s English translation, the
reality confirms that Smith’s translation of one of the most creative and experi-
mental Korean novels of the year was recognized as one of the most creative
contributions to world literature that year. Since its publication—even before
it received the award—the English translation of 7he Vegetarian was fervently
received with numerous favorable book reviews in major English-speaking
media, including 7he Guardians Daniel Hahn, who complimented the novel on

9 “All that changed when The Vegetarian won the 2016 Man Booker International Prize. The
award landed the book on American and British bestseller lists as media attention focused on Smith,
a then-28-year-old British graduate student, making much of the fact that the translator had started
to learn Korean only six years earlier” Yun, “How the bestseller.”

10 After college, Smith pursued a postgraduate course in Korean studies at the University of
London before she completed her doctoral degree.
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January 24, 2015, calling it “sensual, provocative and violent, ripe with potent
images, startling colors and disturbing questions. Sentence by sentence, 7he
Vegetarian is an extraordinary experience.”!! While these reviews could end up
becoming limited evaluations of translations as they are based on readings of
the English translation only, all these book reviews acknowledge the substantial
literariness and unique thematic thread of the translation as an independent and
complete literary entity. This institutes another implicit yet legitimate means of
evaluating the dynamic equivalence of literary translation, insofar as it allows
translation readers to experience similar reading pleasure and aesthetic satisfac-
tions comparable to that of readers of the original text.

In its award statement, the judging committee for the 2005 Lee Sang
Literary Award in Korea, which unanimously selected Han’s short story
“Mongolian Mark” (the second story in 7he Vegetarian) as its winner, stresses
that “Han’s artistic novel epitomizes the essence of body discourse by exquisitely
describing a world of beauty and sensuality with a high level of aesthetic
delicacy, and it artistically reflects the psychological pursuit and obsession
associated with the lost innocence of modern human beings” (Cho); this assess-
ment agrees with most English media reviews of the translation. Furthermore,
one of the Lee Sang Literary Award committee members, the renowned Korean
literature scholar, O-young Lee commented that “despite its peculiar motif and
unique characters along with a complicated story line, a higher level of symbolism
and her superb and creative writing craft opened doors to a different kind of
pleasure of novel reading” (2005 Lsangmunhaksang Susangjip); this observation can be
synchronized with the tone of most of the book reviews in the aforementioned
English-speaking media. Thus, a substantial similarity between the way the
Korean award committee members appreciate the novel and the English-speaking
media’s reviews praise the novel, could be considered as solid evidence for the
overall dynamic equivalence between Han’s novel and Smith’s translation.

Chad Post, publisher of Open Letter, stresses the importance of organic

11 On March 15, 2015, Irish Times praised the novel, claiming, “The writing throughout is pre-
cise and spare, with not a word wasted. There are no tricks. Han holds the reader in a vice grip”
(Battersby). The praise continued across the continents as Word Without Borders, a famous literary
translation online portal in the US, applauded in its May 2015 issue that “apart from its very imagi-
native plot, what excels in The Vegetarian is the consistent vitality and sensuality of Han’s writing,
the quality and rhythms of which shine through in Deborah Smith’s excellent translation. Han’s
language pulsates with color, texture, and emotions” (Feathers). The New York Times on February
2, 2016, also added another accolade: “(Smith) inhabits the prose’s terrible serenity and glacial hor-
ror—the translator’s hand never overwhelms or underperforms. Both lithe and sharp, syntax and
diction never become mechanical and obtuse the way bad translations often render something for-
eign” (Khakpour).
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completion in literary translation with an example of the review process from
the National Translation Awards in the US: “the jury is encouraged to consider
the [translation] book as a whole—both on its own terms and as a work in
translation. A book that is very well translated but with a deeply flawed plot
won't end up winning; neither will a book that’s really good but filled with
issues on a line-by-line basis that could’ve been addressed in the translation”
(Kellman 4). While an author writes in his or her own language to communicate
with native readers whom the author knows best, a literary translator recreates
the author’s work in another language for a different group of readers whom the
translator knows better. Just as the author does not write for translation readers,
the translator does not translate for the native readers either. Thus, in the prac-
tice of English translation of a foreign literary work, the translation’s naturalness
should form a solid prerequisite base for expanding boundaries and encouraging
communications with translation readers. Bruce Fulton, a renowned scholar of
English translations of Korean literature, stresses that “it has become increas-
ingly obvious that translation that fails to come alive in English simply cannot
compete for the attention of readers in the English-speaking world. There are
too many high-quality works in English and too many excellent translations
from other literatures” (132).

While reading novels, fiction readers may not scrutinize or try to memo-
rize every single word of a text; thus, translation critics’ obsession with a single
word or line, or the frequency of omission in translation is prone to be too
mechanical and dogmatic as it is hardly relevant to the enjoyment of novels
whether written in a native language or translated because the power of novel
reading derives from the dynamic plot and narrative flow. An article in Los Angeles
Times offers a substantial refutation: “Smith’s prodigious talent is undeniable. The
sentences were exquisite, and I admired them deeply. [...] there are indeed quite
a few errors, which is not surprising for a relatively new learner of the language.
And yet, I would argue that these are mostly minor and do little, if anything,
to derail the plot. Most English readers will simply glide over them unaware”
(Yun). Although certain mistranslations of vocabulary or context are undeniably
present due to the translator’s imperfect proficiency of Korean, it is equally
important to recognize the translator’s ability to generate a compelling narrative
flow and immersive momentum strong enough to offset such evident errors.

Given this context, the controversy regarding Smith’s translation needs to
be approached from the perspective of translation expansion. Although Smith’s
proficiency in Korean was limited and she had minimal firsthand experience
of Korean life, she undertook the translation of 7he Vegetarian driven by her
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genuine passion and commitment to Han’s novel, guided by her personal and
aesthetic interpretation; thus, the expansive nature of translation has provided
room for a novice translator like Smith to embark on such a daunting task.
Young-hyun Lee analyzes the background for the differences between the
Korean text and its English translation: “7he Vegetarian (English translation) is
all about renouncing gender-based and interspecies violence and the suffering
those produce. [...] The different representations of suffering in the two versions
of the novel express fundamentally distinctive cultural ideas about the acceptable
limits of pain and endurance” (Y. Lee). Indeed, the interpretation and recreation
of the suffering and violence depicted in Han’s novel fall exclusively within the
translator’s responsibility and discretion.!?

Had Han already been an established and prestigious author of the time,
Smith’s translation—marked by such an active degree of interpretation and
intervention—might never have come into existence. It appears that, precisely
because the Korean novel was an experimental piece by a young female author,
novice translators such as Smith were able to intervene more actively in the
interpretation process and even attempt experimental approaches in transla-
tion, and it is indeed a true irony that this could-have-been reckless experiment
resulted in substantial and instrumental opportunities for the translation of
Korean literature. This result does not necessarily imply that the ends always
justify the means in the field of literary translation, but does demonstrate the
worth of paying due attention to literary translation’s expansive nature—after
all, the result of the expansion could become an essential objective for literary
translators, as well as for translation readers who willingly purchase and support
translated works.

Controversy of the Inter-semiotic Translation of the Film,
The Vegetarian

There is a long history of popular inter-semiotic translation of novels
into films; conventional faithfulness is technically impossible in inter-semiotic

12 Responding to controversies regarding translators’ omissions and mistranslation, the Japanese
writer Murakami Haruki clarifies his stance regarding translations of his works; he confesses to
The New Yorker that he never reads the translations of his novels, saying, “My books exist in their
original Japanese. That’s what’s most important because that’s how I wrote them” (Kelts). In other
words, Murakami acknowledges the fundamental difference between the original text and transla-
tion, thus recognizing the translator’s independent sphere and role, and he appears to appreciate the
value of the expanding nature of literary translations thanks to his long years of personal experi-
ence in translating modern American novels by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Raymond Carver, and Truman
Capote, among others, into Japanese.
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translation due to inherent and substantial differences in the representation
of each semiotic mode. Thus, emphasis is placed on how the inter-semiotic
translation strategy can bridge the distance by recreating something new in
order to fill the spatial gap between two different modes. Henrik Gottlieb,
a renowned subtitle translation scholar, claims that “a screen adaptation of a
100,000-word novel may keep only 20,000 words for the dialogue, leaving the
semantic load of the remaining 80,000 words to the non-verbal semiotic chan-
nels—or to deletion” (86).

On October 9, 2009, two years after the publication of Han’s Korean
novel, its Korean film adaptation, 7he Vegetarian (running time: 113 minutes),
which was directed by Woo-seong Lim, made its debut at the 2009 Busan
International Film Festival (BIFF) in Korea and was released to the public in
February 2010; it had a cumulative attendance total of less than 4,000 domestic
viewers (Kang-suk Lee 646). However, fortunately for the film, it caught the
attention of Trevor Groth, the director of programming at the Sundance Film
Festival, who had attended the 2009 BIFF; the director Lim received an official
invitation to the 2010 Sundance Film Festival'® under the category of World
Cinema Narrative Competition in Utah, USA; it was the only Asian film that
was invited to the festival.

While inter-semiotic translations tend to trigger more generosity and
tolerance for dynamic expansion and transformation of a novel into a film
in the name of creative adaptation, it does not necessarily guarantee that the
inter-semiotic translation is free from faithfulness controversy as long as it
continues to identify the novel as its source text. Controversy is inevitable in the
inter-semiotic translation of Han’s novel into the film. First, the inter-semiotic
translation of Han’s novel presents the substantial manipulation of the structure.
Unlike the omnibus-structured novel with three different stories of “Chae-
sikjuuija” [The Vegetarian], “Monggobanjeom” [Mongolian Mark] and “Namu
Bulkkot” [Flaming Trees], the film attempts to incorporate all three stories into
a single film format (a total of eighty-six scenes in the synopsis). According to
the film director’s graduate school MA thesis, which reviews the production
process of his film 7he Vegetarian, among the eighty-six scenes the fifty-seven
scenes (67%) focus on “Mongolian Mark”; only fifteen scenes (17%) are
assigned to “The Vegetarian” and fourteen scenes (16%) are for “Flaming Trees”.
Unlike the moderately proportioned page ranges of the three stories in the novel

13" The Sundance Film Festival, which was founded in 1978 and is annually held in Park City,
Utah in the US, is considered as one of the largest and most prestigious international festivals of
independent and documentary film.
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(fifty-six pages, seventy-nine pages, and seventy-one pages, respectively), the
film version places excessive weight on “Mongolian Mark,” which recounts the
bizarre and sexual violence against Young-hye by her brother-in-law. The par-
ticular focus on “Mongolian Mark” can be explained by the film director’s state-
ment that he happened to encounter the short story “Mongolian Mark” before
he became aware that it was part of a larger novel 7he Vegetarian (Lim 5). Thus,
the film version’s genesis mainly lies in “Mongolian Mark,” and then it greatly
expands upon Young-hye’s brother-in-law’s primitive sexual instincts and pur-
suits.

Second, omission becomes a pivotal part of the expansion of inter-semiotic
translation as “the concession for loss of information is greater in adaptation
than in translation while this concession makes adaptation more flexible, with
room for modification, additions, and subtractions, as dictated by the target
format” (Johnson 421-422). More importantly, the decision of omission is
bound to result in eliminating something in order to highlight something else
because omission consequently generates extra space in the text to be filled with
something more important alternatively. Among others'?, the most distinctive
example of such omission in the film version involves the deletion of the female
protagonist Young-hye’s narration of her dream, which appears eight times in
italicized paragraphs in the first story “The Vegetarian”.

These monologues reflect the protagonist’s inner voice and struggles, and
provide solid clues about her psychological confusion and trauma from patriar-
chal violence as well as her own “aggressive behaviors subconsciously acquired
through her resistance to the very violence by her father, husband, and brother-
in-law” (Kang-suk Lee 648). However, the omission of all eight monologue
scenes on screen could deprive the audience of the privilege to access the
protagonist’s psychological fear and trauma and feel her frustration and wounded
obsession. This underscores that the purposes of inter-semiotic translation in
film diverge markedly from the purpose of inter-lingual translation of the novel,
and the difference in purpose can serve as the background and rationale for the

expansion of translation.

4 In particular, the first monologue describes her dream of a past traumatic experience of be-
ing lost in a butcher shop, where various whole meats hang from hooks like dead bodies; the third
one recounts her fearful dream of cutting vegetables on the cutting board as if she were killing in-
nocent strangers or being killed by a stranger. Finally, the fourth one recounts her horrible dream
of attempting to cut off someone’s head but struggling with half-severed neck. The more important
dream is the sixth one, where the protagonist recounts her father’s vicious beating of a family dog
that attacks his daughter, the painful death of the dog as it dies in front of her, her father’s prepara-
tion of a dish out of the dog’s remains, which he then shares with neighbors as revenge.
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Third, the expansion of the inter-semiotic translation initiates a shift of
emphasis. In the film version, Young-hye’s brother-in-law and other characters
are provided with individual names because of the interactive nature of
relationships between characters on screen, unlike the novel, where only
Young-hye and her sister In-hye have names while all other characters are
referred to with family relationship terms or a single initial. In the film, her
brother-in-law is named Min-ho and gains a greater presence, even becom-
ing central to the narrative (Lim 7). The protagonist’s delicate psychological
frustration and her inner voice are diminished on screen, resulting in her being
portrayed as a weird and bizarre character while her sensuality is foregrounded
through nudity, presented under the pretext of depicting sexual victimization.
Also, the film director creates and inserts several new scenes to secure the dra-
matic reality and enhance a plausible flow and soap-opera styled dramatization
on screen with more detailed and probable settings and background for the
Min-ho character in the film. While a novel encourages readers to speculate and
imagine about many details, film as a visual medium tends to substantiate all
these literary details on screen with situational connectivity and probability, and
thus, the inter-semiotic translation attempts to fill the literary void by creating
substantiated links and references in the film.

For instance, in the film version of 7he Vegetarian, scene 41, in connection
with another added scene 28, brings Min-ho into Young-hye’s own house, where
he happens to encounter her as she is coming out of the bathroom in a completely
nude state after a shower; this added scene, intending to insinuate and build up
sexual innuendo between them, is completely absent in the novel. Furthermore,
in the novel, the sex scene appears only once and occupies a single chapter,
whereas in the 113-minute film adaptation, it is expanded into two separate
scenes, together lasting nearly ten minutes. All these newly added scenes, which
diminish the voice of the female protagonist while increasing the presence of
the male video artist, whether designed to underscore the nature of his sexual
violence or not, aid in portraying and supporting an image of Young-hye’s
brother-in-law as a more plausibly conflicted person who is caught between
artistic aspiration and primitive sexual lust; this is a completely different inter-
pretation of the character from the novel, who attempts to take sexual advantage
of his mentally vulnerable sister-in-law under the predatory pretext of artistic
unity and completion—not much different from a similar kind of violence
portrayed by her father toward the dog and her husband toward Young-hye,
respectively. The film’s fundamental narrative thesis emerges from its controver-
sial inter-semiotic translation of the novel’s core theme—"violence inherent in
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Figure 1. Film The Vegetarian Scene 28 ©Blue Tree Pictures

humans against other human beings”ls—into a depiction of explicit sexual vio-
lence inflicted on the vulnerable female protagonist’s body.

Expansion of the Inter-Semiotic Translation

Unlike inter-lingual or intra-lingual translation, inter-semiotic translation
strives to cross over linguistic boundaries and bring translation into the herme-
neutic sphere, as it requires a cognitive transfer between entirely different verbal
and non-verbal modes of representation. Nichola Dusi stresses the expansive
nature of inter-semiotic translation into the film: “the interpretation leads to
the expansion of some details to make them isotopically significant in the film
as a whole, or to the addition and creation of new configurations with actors,
situations and narrative paths that serve to anchor the discursive and interpreta-
tive coherence of the target text” (201-202). Thus, the extent of transformation
inherent in inter-semiotic translation is inevitably larger and greater than in
inter-lingual translation, thereby legitimizing more active intervention by the
translator and, to some degree, substantial transformation and manipulation of
the original text to bridge the gap between two different representation modes.
Against attempts to differentiate inter-semiotic translations from adaptation,
Maria Tymoczko stresses the importance of expanding translation as a concept

15 Han Kang identifies the “inherently violent human violence” as the fundamental theme of her
novels in an interview: “one important question I often return to is the question of human violence.
Violence is part of being human, and how can I accept that I am one of those human beings? That
kind of suffering always haunts me. I also think my preoccupation extends to the violence that pre-
vails in daily life” (Krys Lee 64).
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Figure 2. Book covers of the Korean novel
The Vegetarian and its English translations

where “consideration of the range of forms of representation, transmission,
and transculturation facilitates broader perspectives on translation and allows
for greater understanding of specific translation effects ... moving it beyond
dominant, parochial, and stereotypical thinking about translation processes and
products” (132).

One of the most readily observable examples of inter-semiotic translations
of Han’s novel is the book cover. Cover pages of translation books could be a
starting point for the understanding of the expansive nature of inter-semiotic
translation. Usually, the cover of a novel becomes a collateral paratextual
element that is designed to supplement and symbolize the novel’s contextual
intention. Marco Sonzogni stresses that “it is reasonable to investigate how
book covers translate the verbal signs of the text into a (predominantly) non-
verbal sign-system of culturally-encoded images” (4). Thus, a quick comparison
between the cover of Han’s Korean novel with those of the various inter-lingual
translations could demonstrate each different type of inter-semiotic translation
of The Vegetarian’s contextual theme including the common thread of prioritiz-
ing the images of a tree and flower in the context of the protagonist’s ultimate
wish to find completion as a tree.

While the American edition features a woman’s silhouette at the center
of the book cover, surrounded by tree branches and flowers, the covers of the
two British editions present different imagery: one depicts flowers, while the
other presents a white severed bird’s wing, set against a background of a tree
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leaf. Thus, each cover page provides a representation of each different inter-
semiotic translation mode for the novel; they all share an intact common
thematic thread, which belongs to the process of expanding translation bound-
aries through inter-semiotic translation.

Compared to the book covers, a wider expansion is found in the film
posters. Unlike the comparatively consistent pattern of the inter-semiotic
translations for the book covers, the novel’s inter-semiotic translation into
the film demonstrates a very different direction and strategy—the film post-
ers materialize the more graphic and sensual image of a woman. The two
Korean film posters place the image of the female protagonist at the center of
the poster—one is a close-up face profile, and the other is the naked image,
apparently focusing on her body instead of what she strives to dream about.
In particular, the second poster, which features a naked Young-hye lying face
down on the ground, appears to have the least thematic relevance to the novel.

Moreover, the film poster of the Sundance Film Festival features an
image of flower painted on her naked back as she stands by a window and looks
toward the forest outside. This is a reflection of the scene 79 in the film as well
as a scene from the last page of the story “Mongolian Mark”; ultimately the
strategic choice of the nudity image for the official poster through inter-semiotic
translation appears to be maximizing the sensual innuendo of the unity with
Mother Nature in the film, revealing an implicit intention to foreground the
female protagonist’s provocative image and sexual nuances under the guise of
body language, much different from the female protagonists inner frustration
and resistance against patriarchal violence in the novel. Whereas the book
covers of both the original and its translations refrain from concretizing the
image of the woman, the film posters render her image overtly specific and
explicit, thereby revealing the fundamentally different aims and strategies of
inter-semiotic translation.

Another interesting point is that, at the time the novel was inter-semiot-
ically translated into a film in 2009—well before its translation into another
language—Han’s literary recognition and status were still quite limited. This
background likely provided the context that allowed for the film director to
exercise a bigger degree of creative interpretation and arbitrary manipulation in
the inter-semiotic translation without much burden of faithfulness to the origi-
nal text. With Han’s novel, the film director, functioning as the inter-semiotic
translator, appears to have utilized a more creative freedom to re-create the novel
for the screen. Consequently, while the film retains the same book title 7he
Vegetarian, the director’s inter-semiotic translation demonstrates a more
dominant preference for “Mongolian Mark” over the other two stories with the
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Figure 3. Film posters of the Korean movie, The Vegetarian

heavier presence and visibility of Young-hye’s brother-in-law at the sacrifice of
the female protagonist.

The differences in viewpoint between the novel and the film demonstrate
different translation and recreation strategies. The novel’s three stories present
three different points of view: Young-hye’s husband in “The Vegetarian,” Young-
hye’s brother-in-law in “Mongolian Mark,” and Young-hye’s sister in “Flaming
Trees.” While the film version combines three stories into a single one, this
strategy condenses the multilayered perspectives of the novel while sacrificing
different interpretations of the characters for the sake of a more simplified and
focused dramatization effect in the film. In his MA thesis, the film director Lim
offers a personal interpretation of the film characters, labeling Young-hye merely
as an insane person and her brother-in-law as an artist (7)—a perspective that
notably diverges from Han’s original vision.

This strategic choice and focus have ultimately resulted from the
director’s personal way of interpreting the novel with a different kind of
audience in perspective. The film’s critical difference from the novel is that,
while the author focuses on the multilayered details of the fragile female
protagonist’s psychological struggle and collapse within a violent patriarchal
culture and civilization, the inter-semiotic translation into the film ends up
revolving around the male video artist’s obsession with sexuality and otherizing
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the female protagonist’s cultural misfit, fragility, and isolation in a binary con-
trast. The female protagonist’s unstable naiveté and lack of a sense of reality are
thus transmuted and recreated through inter-semiotic translation into a source
of something primitive, sensual, and, consequently, tempting, which is to be
crushed by the violent lust of her brother-in-law, revealing a different perspective
and strategy to maximize the sensual theme of violence.

The differences between novel and film in terms of priority implicitly
reflect the different strategies of inter-semiotic translation. In the film, after
Young-hye’s brother-in-law, who films a love-making scene between Young-hye
and a male model, fails to persuade the male model to have real sex with Young-
hye in scene 66, he decides to draw a painted flower on his own body and
finally have sex with Young-hye in scene 78. Consequentially, the onscreen
translation emphasizes the video artist’s primitive human instinct in the form of
the forbidden sexual lust for his sister-in-law by artificially framing Young-hye
into the context of Mother Nature. While the novel focuses on Young-hye as
a fragile and complex character struggling with reality and attempting to over-
come the atrocity of patriarchal male violence with her will to tree-life, which
Rose Casey describes as a “philosophical account of non-masterful feminist life
through Young-hye’s willed arboreality” (348), the film focuses and elaborates
upon the sexual lust and violence of Young-hye’s brother-in-law, presenting it
as a primitive and natural impulse; this transmutation epitomizes the critical
perspective-level change from the feminist dimension into the patriarchal sphere
regarding the views on violence in the inter-semiotic translation.

Coincidently, it is hard to deny the film director’s prioritization on screen
of the perspective of the male video artist, Young-hye’s brother-in-law, over the
two female characters, Young-hye and her sister. The perspective-level change
can be contrasted with the female author’s particular focus on the female
protagonist Young-hye in the novel; this, in turn, could be perceived as the
inter-semiotic translator’s strategic interference and manipulation into the
process of transforming the text on to the screen for the sake of commercially
appealing to the potential audience with its powerfully creative theme of a
woman dreaming to turn into a tree. As Patrick Cattrysse points out, “far from
focusing only on the faithfulness of the film adaptation toward the one literary
source text, analysis should aim to examine why one particular film adaptation,
or a particular group of film adaptions, has been produced and perceived the
way it has” (223). This particular inter-semiotic translation could reflect the film
director’s translational perspective and cultural translation, turning the adapted
film into a battlefield of cultural interpretation and struggles, revealing the
director’s own subjectivity and manipulation.
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Conclusion

Literary translation can never be detached from the expectation of fidelity
to the original text. Yet, fidelity, while necessary as a starting point for literary
translation, should not be regarded as the ultimate destination. A translation
that reproduces every word of the original without alteration does not neces-
sarily transmit the same aesthetic experience to translation readers. By nature,
literary translation constitutes an act of interpretation and rewriting, and its
purpose—despite inevitable glitches—is to cross and expand boundaries of
experiences. Its genuine value lies in expanding, rather than preserving, such
boundaries; thus it complements rather than competes with the achievements of
original works.

The inter-lingual English translation of the Korean novel 7he Vegetarian
sparked intense debate in Korea over alleged mistranslations and omissions,
particularly after receiving the 2016 Man Booker International Prize. Yet, from
a perspective of translation expansion, the young Korean female author’s non-
mainstream and marginal status in Korea and the novel’s experimental theme
and style paradoxically enabled a committed but inexperienced translator to
intervene more actively in the interpretation of the original text, despite the
translator’s linguistic imperfections and her first ever translation.

Whether intentional or not, Smith’s translation effectively captures the
novel’s thematic uniqueness and aesthetic creativity and integrity in a form
compelling to English translation readers. Although this recreative translation
strategy does not justify or excuse every error, it fulfills a key function of liter-
ary translation: connecting a literary work to as many new readers as possible
and touching them across linguistic and cultural boundaries. Smith’s translation
played a crucial role in the global recognition of Han’s later works Human Acts:
A Novel (2017) and The White Book (2018), ultimately contributing to her 2024
Nobel Prize in Literature.

The inter-semiotic translation of the novel into the Korean film, 7he
Vegetarian, entails even more extensive interferences and transformations. With
the novel’s three omnibus stories, the film significantly expands the role of
the second story, “Mongolian Mark,” and heightens the narrative presence of
Young-hye’s brother-in-law, a video artist who is sexually attracted to a Mon-
golian spot on Young-hye’s body, emphasizing his sexual fixation and artistic
ambition. Consequently, the inter-semiotic translation shifts the narrative’s focus
toward highlighting the brother-in-law’s immorality and violent sexual indul-
gences; furthermore, unlike the novel, it focuses heavily on Young-hye’s nudity.
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These added scenes are designed to dilute the novel’s feminist dimensions in
favor of the director’s own artistic representation of violence and victimization as
part of the expansion of the inter-semiotic translation. Despite controversy over
its provocative depiction of female sexuality, the film eventually reached broader
audiences abroad through the invitation to the 2010 Sundance Film Festival.

Whether inter-lingual or inter-semiotic translation, every literary trans-
lation is intentional, shaped by the translator’s interpretive involvement. Yet
its essential role is to be inclusive rather than exclusive by crossing boundaries
rather than reinforcing them. This role requires tolerance not only for
different values in the original text but also for different representation modes
in the translation since such differences often drive creative expansion and
attract new readerships. Ultimately, the expansions fostered through literary
translation generate more gains than losses.
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