STRANGE KOREAN CUSTOMS
A centuries-old hatred - The day of water and the night of silence – Child marriages - The Korean mother-in-law - Female dress - The fair sex in Korea – Korean names - Grammatical etiquette – Aristocratic parasites - The various classes.
It cannot truthfully be said that, on arriving in Korea, a European’s first impression of this people is favourable; he would find it hard to believe how dirty these Koreans are!                                                                                                           
The Dutchman Hamel, who was taken prisoner after his ship foundered off the Korean coast, and was the first to bring news of this empire to Europe, wrote in his account of his time in Korea, published around 1670, that Koreans hated water so much that their faces looked like the faces of mulattos. This hatred can now truly be described as age-old, and its roots must be really strong and deep to have survived and flourished for so many years. 
      The Japanese authorities, when they believed for some time after the war of ’95 that they had become the undisputed guardians of Korea, issued a lot of ridiculous orders obliging Koreans to cut their hair, abandon the national white costume, stop smoking very long pipes and other similar stupidities. The strange thing is that it did not occur to the Japanese, so scrupulously clean themselves, to make a daily ration of soap and water compulsory for all Koreans.

Everyone in Korea dresses in white and should consequently feel the need for scrupulous cleanliness even more than other peoples.

Why the Koreans wear white is a mystery, since white is the colour of mourning throughout the Far East, as black is for us, and on the death of a sovereign all Koreans must stay in mourning for a period of three years. An old legend tells how at one time in Korea three sovereigns died in the space of ten years: the Koreans, finding the consequent continual change of clothes wearisome and not a little expensive, decided from then on to wear white all the time, so that they would always be ready for any national mourning. This is why nowadays, when a sovereign dies, the only change required to respect tradition is to wear a different hat.

 Another theory is that they dress in white so that their womenfolk have to spend all day washing their clothes, leaving them no time for those long chats which women so love the world over. If this is indeed the case, who can blame the Koreans - they would be proving that they are much more astute than they appear to be at first.

It is true that the women, for their part, do not give it much thought: they do not do any washing and can always find time to chat. So those who come off worst are still their poor husbands, forced to go around in clothes that would make a Franciscan friar blush.

However, it would be an exaggeration to say that Koreans never use water for washing, just as it would be an exaggeration to say that women spend their entire lives in vain chatter. There is one day in the year when everyone uses relatively large quantities of water, just as there is one day in the life of every woman when she is obliged to stay absolutely silent.

The day when the use of water for washing is strictly prescribed is the Korean New Year’s Day, which generally falls in early February. On that day the whole city seems transformed; in the streets you see nothing but snow-white clothes, and the fresh pink little faces of boys and girls dressed for special occasions in lovely little silk jackets with the most vivid colors – red, yellow, green and blue; a holiday mood pervades the streets, passers-by smile at one another and exchange deep bows; all day people hurry to the houses of their friends to congratulate them and exchange greetings.
The fact is that on that day custom requires every citizen, whatever their opinions on the matter, to wash from head to foot and change all their everyday clothes. For ceremonial attire, or clothes which are not worn every day, the collar has to be changed but that is all.

Once the day is over, it is goodbye water, goodbye spotless clothes, the subject is dropped for the rest of the year!

The day on which women are forced, again by custom - that tyrant of the Eastern peoples - to observe absolute silence, is their wedding day.

Koreans in general get married very young - fifteen is the average age for men, twelve for women. However, amongst the lower classes marriages generally take place at an older age, whereas in Korea’s upper class it is not uncommon for the groom to be twelve and the bride eight. 
I hasten to add that these child marriages do not imply that the very young couple will live together right away. They will not become husband and wife in the full sense of the term until they have reached a more reasonable age, that is when the father and mother of the groom consider it appropriate. It should be understood that in a Korean wedding the people who seem to be the least   involved in the proceedings, whose opinion nobody cares about, are precisely the bride and bridegroom.

Marriage, like any other contract, is always arranged through an intermediary. This person goes to see some girl’s family and tells the parents that such and such a young man would do very nicely for their daughter, and then goes to the young man’s family and says much the same thing. The terms are discussed by both sets of parents, but never face to face; the go-between handles everything, going out of his way to extol the merits of the other side, so to speak, until the marriage contract is finally settled. Only then do the parents announce to their son or daughter that on this or that day he or she will be marrying such and such a young man or girl, in much the same way that our parents would say to us: “Do you know what, tomorrow we will go for a picnic in the country.” 
When the day arrives, the groom, dressed for the occasion, mounted on a white horse, followed by his closest friends and a whole procession of people – bearers of large yellow paper umbrellas, servants, maids of honor, and so forth - , goes to the house of the bride whom, we must remember, he has never set eyes on until then.

It is not difficult to imagine what unpleasant surprises can await both spouses at that first meeting.

However, it is always the bride who comes off worst, since the man who finds himself married to a girl who for one reason or another does not match his ideal, will always be able, if he has the means, to procure a second wife and even a third, or a fourth, until he finds one who suits him. The woman, on the other hand, has no alternative resource – at least, no other official resource. She cannot even hope for premature widowhood, since until a few years ago fashion, and now no longer the law but custom (possibly even more rigid than the law), does not allow a widow to re-marry.

Meanwhile, in the bride's house, the poor girl has been bundled up for the occasion in a special dress of red brocade embroidered all over with large allegorical figures, her whole face has been painted white with two small blood-red spots on her mouth and forehead, and she stands there motionless and shy looking lost while waiting for her future lord.

When he arrives, she throws herself to the ground, prostrating herself five times in the most respectful of bows, while at the same time, as a sign of his superiority, the groom restricts himself to bowing only twice. With these seven bows the ceremony ends, without a word having been exchanged between the two unfortunate young people.
The girl then climbs into a sedan chair and is brought to the groom's house, where she is handed over to her mother-in-law and made to wait in one of the rooms at the back, while the groom and his friends remain outside enjoying a banquet which does not usually end until late at night.

When it is late enough for the bridegroom to leave without having to fear that his friends will make fun of him for being over-solicitous, he rises, says goodbye to all the guests, who generally stay on longer to drink and sing, and goes in to his bride.

She absolutely must continue to observe the most religious silence for the whole of the rest of the night. In this connection, there is a story about a young man who bet his friends that he could get his wife to say something on their wedding night. The friends, curious to see whether he could bring off this exploit, went and stood outside the bridal chamber. I mentioned earlier that the interior walls of Korean houses are made of paper, and so anyone standing outside could hear perfectly well what was going on inside – and perhaps someone, more curious than the others, had even poked a finger through the wall to make a peep-hole to spy on the newly-weds. Our young man did everything he could think of, used every device imaginable, but the girl did not utter a word. He was about to give up when he exclaimed: "Alas, that fortune-teller was right when he predicted that my future wife would be deaf and dumb." On hearing this, the girl could no longer restrain herself, she turned bright red and shouted: “Me deaf and dumb? You’ll see if I’m dumb! " Her husband was overjoyed, his friends were crestfallen because they had lost the bet, when the girl hastened to exclaim: “The fortune teller I consulted was more truthful than yours: he predicted that I would marry an idiot, and I realize that he was perfectly right." It was the friends’ turn to be overjoyed: they paid the bet, but the unfortunate husband was known as the idiot for the rest of his life.

The life of the Korean wife is certainly one of the unhappiest imaginable. Once she has left her father’s home to go to her husband's, the woman immediately becomes a slave, the slave not so much of her husband as of his mother. People who do not know what a Korean mother-in-law is capable of cannot really say they know what mothers-in-law are like. She is the true queen of the house. The folk lore of the peninsula abounds in anecdotes which paint her in the darkest colors; her every desire is law and as long as she lives it seems that her greatest delight, nay her true mission, is to make life unpleasant for her wretched daughter-in-law. In general, the daughter-in-law bears everything patiently, sustained only by the hope of soon becoming a mother-in-law in her turn and exacting her revenge on the future wives of her own sons. This also explains why marriages are made in Korea at such an early age: it is the mothers who want it this way, to become mothers-in-law themselves as soon as possible.

In no country in the world are the women kept in such strict seclusion as in Korea. Those who belong to the upper and middle classes never leave the house. When it is absolutely necessary for them to go out, they do so only in hermetically sealed sedans. The few women who are seen in the streets all belong at the bottom of the social ladder, and they too usually keep their faces hidden. In Seoul they wear a curious green silk surcoat on their head to hide their face; although this garment has sleeves, it is never worn as a coat under any circumstances. In the country the women wear a kind of white apron in place of the green silk surcoat, but its purpose is the same – to hide the face.
Nor is this the most curious detail of female attire in Korea. A glance at the photographs reproduced here is enough to see that for originality Korean fashion is second to none. Women who walk about with their breasts uncovered belong exclusively to the lowest class, cil-ban, and they are now a very rare sight in Seoul, as a result of the work of the English and American missionaries.
In the upper classes and among the ghi-sang who aspire to be the professional beauties of Korea, the bosom is not left uncovered, but flattened and compressed by the top of the full skirt, so as to keep the body as flat as possible by compressing each curve. And to think some people say ideas of beauty are not purely a matter of race! The beautiful lines of the Venus de Milo would be no more pleasing to Koreans than the wooden rigidity of a mannequin is to us.

It is a curious fact that everyone who sets foot in Korea for the first time thinks that all the young men in the streets are women. Several factors help to mislead the visitor - the almost complete absence of females in the crowds, the fact that the few who are out and about mysteriously hide their face, and the unattractiveness of those who do show their face and …their breasts, together with the regular, graceful features of Korean youths, their almost feminine clothing and their long hair done up in a thick tress at the back. I remember going on board one of our warships one day – it had just arrived in Cemulpo - and finding the officers completely amazed to see nothing but women at the oars and the helm of the numerous sampans crowding round the ship; in reality there was not a single woman in sight – the ones they had mistaken for women were only fifteen-year-old boys. This curious mistake has been made so often that Korean teenagers have come to be called "the fair sex of Korea."

The tress hanging down the back is worn by Korean males until their wedding day. Until then, whatever his age, a Korean is only a boy and is considered as such by the whole family, by his friends and even by the law, for his name is not even recorded in the registers of the population. He is allowed to enter the part of the house usually reserved for women, he can wear brightly colored clothes, and the name he bears, ai-myong or "childhood name," is not the one he will be known by in later life, but a kind of nickname that will be dropped for good on his wedding day.

Some of these childhood names, which are given to girls as well as boys, are very curious:  Mak-dongi, for instance,"our last child", or Pön-hio-ki, "a mistake”; others are more poetic, such as I-pu-ni, "beauty," Cin-giu, "pearl," or Su-pok, "continuous blessing;" names of animals are also common, such as Po-mi, "tiger," Su-kai, "dog," and the endless series of "dragons," such as “blue dragon," "golden dragon," "flying dragon," etc.

When the time has finally come for a young man to marry, various ceremonies are performed before the actual wedding, two of which are especially important: the abolition of the tress and the imposition of the “legal name”, kuang myeng, that is the name he will always be known by for the rest of his life. Both these ceremonies are carried out with much help from relatives and even more from friends, as they are usually seen as an opportunity for a big banquet.

The young bridegroom’s hair is gathered in a knot on the top of his head and held tight by a frontal band of horsehair tied at the back by a thin silk cord wound round two buttons behind his ears. These are the buttons which, depending on the material used to make them, serve to distinguish the various ranks of the Korean hierarchy.
The boy who until then had to go about bare-headed, now has the right to wear the ordinary chimney-pot hat made of horsehair and bamboo, and his clothes from now on will always be white, insofar his wife takes care to keep them clean.
It sometimes happens that the tress is abolished not at the time of his wedding but when he becomes engaged. In that case the boy, although his hair is raised, is not yet authorized to use the hat worn by adults, but will instead wear a curious white straw headdress, shaped rather like the ordinary hat and decorated with a few flowers arranged in a circle.

The "legal name" always consists of three syllables, of which only one can be chosen by the parents. The first syllable comes from the "family names," syong; these are very limited in number, since there are less than 150 of them in the whole of Korea. In fact they are usually thought to number only one hundred, and the Korean word for population, people, multitude, is precisely pek-syong, "the hundred names." The second syllable constitutes the so-called "generation name," hang-yol-cià, and is the same for all the members of a family who belong to the same generation. The third syllable, finally, is the only personal part of the name; the only conditions to be met when choosing it are that it sounds well in conjunction with the hang-yol-cià and that the two together form a meaningful word.
If I wished to continue talking about Korean names, I would have to go on for a long time, because the study of names is a real science in Korea, and many others are used as well as the ones already mentioned: the "family name," cià-ho, by which everyone is known amongst friends and equals; the "name of honorable distinction," which inferiors use to designate their superiors (for a younger brother, for example, it would be seriously disrespectful to use an older brother’s legal or family name, so he will use the name of honorable distinction, pyol-ho); and then there is the "posthumous name," cing-ho, conferred post mortem by government decree on those officials who made themselves worthy of special consideration during their lifetime.

All this, of course, applies only to the male population, since women in Korea share with the Emperor the privilege of having no personal name. There is of course a difference: while the Emperor has no name because it would be a very serious lack of respect on the part of his subjects if they were to pronounce with impunity, even involuntarily, a word that was part of the imperial patrimony, women have no name because to Koreans, who deny them any individuality, it would be superfluous. In childhood, young girls are distinguished by one of those childhood names already mentioned which are devoid of any personal connotation; as soon as they are married, they lose even that semblance of a name and are referred to only as "Pak's wife" or "Kim's mother." An exception is made for the ghi-sang, who on the contrary generally have very poetic and graceful names, such as "white cloud," "bright star," etc.

The custom whereby an inferior will never pronounce the name of someone who is his superior, especially in family relationships, has its equivalent in another custom whereby a Korean father will never refer to his children or his wife otherwise than with derogatory euphemisms. If you ask him about his children, he will most likely reply that "the little animals are fine;" if the conversation leads him to speak of his wife - and it would not be in any way correct for you to ask after her - he would refer to her as "the old fool of his house," where "illustrious person" or " virtue perfected" would be more suitable expressions to employ to indicate the father or the mother.
Even in common speech there are marked grammatical differences - making it very difficult for foreigners to learn Korean - depending on the degree of respect you wish to show, or rather, you should show to the person you are talking to or of whom you are talking. On the subject of these differences, consisting mainly of special verbal forms, Korean etiquette is very strict. Using a form of lower language constitutes in any case a very serious offense, to erase which it is not enough to plead ignorance, or to say you were acting in good faith. This explains why so few foreigners venture to speak Korean – they can almost be counted on the fingers of one hand - and why there are so very many less of them than in other countries whose languages ​​are nonetheless considered more difficult. The fact is that Korean has to be spoken with the greatest correctness, without which it is not possible to derive any of those advantages that the foreigner usually expects when he speaks the local language. A clear proof of these difficulties is the fact that while the interpreters of the various Legations in Beijing and Tokyo are all European, those of the Legations and Consulates in Seoul are on the contrary all Koreans.

And it is curious to note how alongside a country whose social regime is as profoundly democratic as China’s is, in a people who has, so to speak, received from China all its structures, two of its three religions, its handwriting, its arts and sciences, in a people who are always looking to  China and copying it in every detail, a society so full of social prejudices could have arisen, on the basis of such a small aristocracy.

The people who really govern Korea are the so-called nobility, or class of yang-ban, which supplies almost all government officials. In theory government posts should be open to all, as is the case in China, but in practice, with a few exceptions, only the yang-ban are accepted. 
The main characteristic of members of this class is aversion to any kind of work. Given this natural disposition of the country’s governing class, the internal disorder which reigns in the administration of the state is not surprising. To this must be added that, since they do not produce anything, and never adapt to work, which would be singularly degrading, the yang-ban represent a real burden for the mass of the people who, directly or indirectly, are obliged to maintain them. Not even in circumstances of the direst poverty, and not a few yang-ban are reduced to such a state, would their dignity allow them to find some honorable occupation to earn their living; for a yang-ban it will always be more dignified to resort to the help of friends, to parasitism, to deception, perhaps even to fraud, but never to work.

The strange thing is that scraping a living in this way is not considered in the least dishonorable by the rest of the population. Every rich person – and this says a lot for the Koreans’ sense of hospitality – is surrounded by large numbers of such parasites who in some way constitute  his clients. Some of the wealthiest families in Seoul support up to three or four hundred people – family members, impoverished relatives, servants and aristocrats - who are all dependent on them for their material survival. No one will ever think of denying a yang-ban, however reduced his circumstances, any of those honors due to his caste, honors which are always denied even to the most powerful officials who do not come from the nobility. I remember, for example, that although the famous Yi Yong lk, the finance minister and the Emperor’s favorite, was then at the apogee of his glory, none of my servants, when he came to see me, showed him half the deference they would have shown to any Court official who was a yang-ban. When Yi Yong Ik entered the room, none of the Korean dignitaries present showed the least inclination to stand up, which they did regularly on the entrance of every other person who, like them, belonged to the nobility.

After the yang-ban and the officials comes the ciung-in or middle class, to which all the merchants, artisans and petty officials belong. There was once a visible difference in dress between this class and the previous two: the aristocrats and the government officials used to wear tunics with long billowing sleeves which members of the middle class were not allowed to wear, but now this difference no longer exists. The right to wear the light sleeveless surcoat, generally of blue silk, is only granted as a special honor to members of the ciung-in class.
After the ciung-in comes the common, and last, class, the cil-ban, the pariahs excluded from the common rights, who are not entitled to wear a chimney-pot hat, a headband or leather shoes.

The seven categories of people who make up this class were laid down once and for all by Uang Hui, King Se Gìong’s Prime Minister, and they are: the po-ciul, judicial executioners; the koang-tai, acrobats, buffoons, etc; the pak-ceng, butchers; the kori-ceng, basket-makers, because "to remove the bark from plants is fully equivalent to skinning animals”; the mutang, witches, fortune tellers, etc; the ghi-sang, dancers; and finally the kel-pel-ci, makers of leather shoes, who "because they handle animal skins must be classified with the butchers."

Now, however, butchers, and consequently shoemakers and basket makers, after addressing a series of petitions to the sovereign setting out their aspirations, have won the right to be assimilated to the common class, at the same time acquiring entitlement to wear the chimney-pot hat, the headband, and leather shoes and, what is more important, to be addressed in politer language – until then even a  child who barely came up to their waist had the right to address them in the rudest way, while they were obliged to answer in politer terms. That was their greatest grievance.
