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Annotatsiya: In this article, you learned several unique Korean proverbs as
well as a few you may recognize from English. Memorizing these proverbs is a
fun way to complement your Korean studies, because you can compare them
with proverbs from your country. While some of them are difficult to
understand, this gives you more reason to brush up on your knowledge of
Korean culture! Learning Korean proverbs is not only a great way to study the
language, but also a window to the unique Korean culture. To help you get the
most out of your language studies, wellve put together this useful Korean
proverbs list for you to study. Who knowsBlyou may find that you can start
applying these words of wisdom to your own life! Koreans have been educated
to live by wise words by their ancestors and teachers. However these wise
words are applicable to anyone in the world.

Kalit so‘zlar: Korean proverbs, Korean language, culture, and history,
figurative meanings, knowledge.

Every language is a mirror of its peoplels soul. It reflects their philosophy,
their values, and of course their way of life. [tBls common knowledge that you
canflt learn a language without learning more about the culture it comes from.
One of the best ways to do that, is to introduce yourself to Korean proverbs! By

learning Korean proverbs, or & (seok-dam) not only will you sound like a local,

but you'll also familiarize yourself with the wisdom that's been passed down

from generation to generation over the centuries. Let@s see what the Koreans
have learned from their ancestors and maybe wefll find inspiration and ways to
improve ourselves too! Weflll start with one of the most frequently used
proverbs in Korea.

A Korean proverb, which generally reflects pre-modern lifestyles and ways
of thinking, can be mistakenly thought to have been created in the pastl. The
proverbs may fall into one of two categories: descriptions of historical events, or
descriptions of common events in everyday life2.

1 g, &' F(2003). "L SEMEEHRE0) Cliot O, 2RI 2P A BF= &, South Korea — via dbpia.co.kr.

L
2 0|R5| ZTK=(2018). "= 0pP|o| 20| 1171s0]| 2ot 222X M(FE)". O£ South Korea.
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Although many proverbs derive from descriptions of common events, they
may include proper names: historical figures, literary works or regions. The
following proverbs contain proper nounss3:

 PES(EBUR) S| KO SH-|A| 2LE7HSE] 1% ("As if the mother and daughters in

the group of three in official Hwang's household would share a single skirt"):
The famous Goryeo and Joseon scholar Hwang Hui was well known for his very
frugal lifestyle, in which people joked that his wife and daughters in the
household would share one skirt. The proverb thus refers to a very frugal and
humble lifestyle.

« & = MBS (EE) S| ABIOE! ("When it comes to cold, nothing beats the
guestroom of Samyeongdang"): The folktale tells that when Samyeongdang, the
Korean Buddhist monk during the Joseon era, went to Japan as an ambassador,
he was tricked and imprisoned in the guestroom made of nickel where fire was
ignited to kill the monk inside. When Samyeongdang wrote the hanja character
72 (means frost) in the four wall of the room, the room instead became freezing

cold. From the folktale, the following proverb has emerged to describe a very
cold room.

. OR=(#2 4B E) 2| SAKRY | ("Farming in Han Sang-guk");

o ol (REE) TP O|=F(ZFE )2l B ("Lee Do-ryeong's table at the
Byeonhak-do feast");

« =5(E1£) 0| L OZZ X| ("Unbong knows how I feel");

« XIS F5E) O| 2 E A% ("Just like Zhao Zilong uses an old sword");

« SH|ER ) = PH-IHMZ ("Jangbi fights when they meet");

« P15 11858T) =2 & AP X ("Just like Yangcheon-hyeon-gam (15)118%E5)
protecting his dead horse");

« ORM(ZF (L) O] ZHO{K |t EEH 57 3%) O LKL} ("Asan is broken”, or "Pyeongtaek is
collapsed");

o TR 128 F]) & N &9 17H("The position of Pyeongyang inspect is still no

good if you do not want it")

3 49%4(2003). 2581 ZOf42} South Korea: XL
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An expression becomes a proverb in five steps. First, an individual relates
a parable from their imagination or an event. For a parable to become a proverb,
it must be generally understood+*. The five steps are®:

o Story

« Description

« Refinement of the description

« Retelling of the story

« Formalization of the story

A proverb begins with a colloquialism, and may be refined with retelling or
acquire an odd meaning®.

STRUCTURE: A Korean proverb may be classified as having one of two forms:
short and long. The short form is usually a phrase describing a complex concept,
and the long form is complex sentence. Prosodic and syntactic harmony may be
found in a proverb.

Prosody

Prosodic harmony is achieved in two ways: Abwoon (=2 ##%8) and yul-gyeok
(24 1£#), both meaningrhyme.In a rhyme, syllables with a similar

pronunciation are inserted at certain places in a poem. 5= (Du-woon, E888), 22

(gak-woon, RI#E) or word repetition is used. Du-woon is a rhyme at the
beginning of a line, and gak-woon is a rhyme at the end of a line. Examples are:

« 2t 2= 02 =4 X|=CH= ("As the way wind blows, as the way waves travel):
Refers to going with the flow of the world.
o« 2o 221 A= Aligl ("The bull's power belongs to the bull, and the bird's power

belong to the bird"): Used to emphasize that everyone has different talents
although their skills may differ.

7k="4O0| & E("The day you go is the day when town market opens"): Refers to

the situation when the one specifically picks the eventful day to travel or attend
somewhere by coincidence.

« B 8T SF Y ("Eat a pheasant, and also eat an egg"): Refer to the situation

where one good event leads to another.

4 AN | AR B BSOS I Encyclopedia of Korean Culture). South Korea. Retrieved April 29, 2021.
5 Kim, Kyung-Seop; Kim, Jeong-Lae (November 30, 2017). "The Significance of Korean Proverb and Riddle in the sense of Bias"

6 Kim, Ui Su (2007). "SICHHH| 0] SAZE Hlw (Comparison between syntactic structures of Korean proverbs with the same
meaning)"
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o« XA X2 MAFXILHE CFAIE ("Even if 1 perform a funeral while holding a jige, it is

on my own."): Used when asking someone to not interfere with the one's
business since he/she will do it on his/her own.

« 2T 55 2ET 22 ("As the Buddhist prayer is to each own, the bull's horns

are also separate.”): Just like how all people give different Buddhist prayers of
their own and bull's horns are pointing towards separate own directions, the
proverb is used to emphasize that everyone has own way of doing it.

In Korean proverbs, rhythm consists of two four-syllable feet which are doubled
like traditional poetry. Examples are:

« 5= EO| FLKEE("The tower you put effort to build will not collapse™): Used to

emphasize that the work which the one puts effort in will not fail.

. F2 Lo Z= 2P| ("Piling a soft ground"): Used to refer a very easy situation or

task.

Syntax

Korean proverbs with syntactic harmony are lengthy. About 10 percent of all
proverbs, examples are:

7 FEEE DK 2 == HAOECH"The more you powder, the finer it gets,

and the more you talk, the rougher it gets"): Used to emphasize that more
argument only leads to harsher words.

« L2 APHED BIZ2 FPHEECH"Birds hear the words of day, and mice hear the

words of night"): Used when telling someone to be cautious while sharing a
secret.

« 22 Qf=E0I8, 22 0=V [2F("Pretending to be someone else upon the good

news, yet calling for the family upon the bad news"): Refers to the people who
do not care when good things happen to others while desperately calling others
for help when something bad happens to them.

2 #Hoi2|e, & H2 X[HEt ("As the speechless person who ate honey, as the

centlpede which ate saliva."): Just like someone who secretly ate a honey and
remain speechless upon questioning, or the centipede paralyzed by saliva
(related to the myth that saliva can paralyze a centipede), refers to the people
who stay speechless or silent to hide their guilts.
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.= 9= 2E T 2= AR ("Brazier without fire, son-in-law without daughter"):

Refers to the people who no longer hold meaning after having someone cut out
from their relationship.

« RN QOi= XNZE2 9Tt ("The downward love may exist, but there is no

upward love."): Used to explain that parents often love their children more than
their children do.

o 7t= 2O| 1190} @= 0| &=Lt ("When you send out nice words, the nice words
return back to you."): Used to emphasize that people will speak nicely to you
when you also speak nicely to them.

« X=0| Bj0[0} OI5H=0| ZHCF("When upstream water is clear, downstream water is

also clear."): Used to emphasize that the leaders in charge must be free of
problematic behaviors in order for the people under to be the same.

o 212 K}z SO, B2 K= 5 =L ("A clothed beggar can eat, but a naked

beggar cannot"): Used to emphasize that you must dress neatly and properly to
earn people's respect.

Literary forms: Proverbs have two forms: poetry and narrative.

Poetry

Many poetic proverbs have a concise word form, consisting of one line or two
phrases and one line. Eight syllables are most often used, followed by nine or
seven syllables. The eight syllables have a 4-4 rhythm in the letter count and
two feet. In addition to the 4-4 letter rhythm, 3-4, 5-5, 6-5, 6-6 and 7-5 letter
rhythms are used’.

Examples of letter-count rhythm are:

. SFPMRFEEZITH " Following a friend to go to Gangnam "; 4-4): Refers to the
situation in which the one still follows another against the one's will.

« Al=" 3E 3| ("Stabbing a sleeping tiger in its nose"; 3-4): Refers to the
situation in which someone

. U FEE HU BT ("Chungcheong-do today, Gyeongsang-do tomorrow"; 5-
5): Refers to travelling aimlessly.

o  TEV| FAR & 2 BT ("Being afraid of maggots does not mean you cannot

ferment seasoning"; 6-5): Used to emphasize that you should not give up out of
smaller or less important fear.

77 3Y(1982). SEAL R/ ELf 22 South Korea: DHEAL
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.  EI|FOL| PSR "When the rabbit dies, the fox mourns"; 6-6): Refers to

the situation in which the one mourns the tragedy of the one's kind.
Examples of foot rhythm are:

. QP B/ O B ("perfect fit")
- OPf0f| &= S0/ LFEXIZ SEL} ("Water poured on the forehead flows to the

heels")
Some proverbs are used in folk songs:

| E0H L2 o}
OfF| 7121 1) 224
S220] 442 0| B1 251 | 22
D=L A0}

0| THC | =2

My dear, my dear
If you go now, when will you come?
When the chestnuts steaming in a copper pot lets out cry, will you come back?
When a sprout grow out of the old tree,

will you come back after it blooms to a flower?

Narrative: Some simple proverbs include a narrative, which may precede8 or
follow the proverb?®.

Proverbs may be instructive or satirical. The proverb "It's dark under the base of
a lamp" is generally interpreted as instructive; the truth may be hidden in plain
sight. Other proverbs may employ gentle mockery. "There is no dinner in the
twelve skills" notes that not all abilities can be used to earn a living!9, and the
hearer of a proverb (a child, or a friend who wants to borrow money) affects the
proverb's meaning. Half-sentence proverbs (such as "Can one hand clap?") are
often used satirically.

If you haven’t learned Korean proverbs yet, it isn’t too late. Better start now,
rather than never! Proverbs play a key role in Korean language and culture.
Unfortunately, proverbs might be tricky and those figurative meanings could
confuse Korean language learners. Here’s a list of the MOST POPULAR Korean
proverbs. All the phrases are broken down into their smaller word parts. Enjoy!

8 R OIE PES X[ER2H X3 H (PDF). p. 1217.
o SRIK. terms.naver.com (in Korean). Retrieved 2021-06-22.
10 XL 2 (1986). "= SEC| QNP IS0l TS Al ML/ A ikSLBR) 39: 22, 23.
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