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— No face alone can overturn a verdict. It is words that turn the judgment upside down, and those very words are turned in return—subject and object reversed, clauses colliding, parts of speech scattering out of order—
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Prologue

	At the eighth hearing, the trial prosecutor had changed yet again—the third replacement in three years. Perhaps treating court appearances and trial hours as little more than recess, the newly assigned prosecutor sat with her head tilted slightly to the right, almost motionless. Her invisible hands seemed occupied transcribing the defense lawyer’s words. Whatever she was doing was hidden; her face was frozen, like an AI figure in a science-fiction film. Her lips, pressed in a straight line, never opened once throughout the hearing. With her head bowed toward the gallery, utterly still, I wondered what she might be thinking.

	 

	Was she, like the defense lawyer, rehearsing clever, glittering phrases—extravagantly figurative turns of speech, strings of unheard-of clauses stitched so that a false condition led and a result clause followed—to trap witnesses or victims into a single “yes” that could ruin them? Was she already picturing the day when, outside the prosecution and inside a law firm, she would wield such rhetoric at will? Or was she imagining the moment she would brandish her license as a money-making tool, far removed from any realization of justice? Or was she imagining herself on the bench, listening to a defense lawyer’s dazzling tongue and sternly cutting him short, as a wise judge would—knowing that the real groundwork always hid in the conditional clause, not the result clause? (I know that much, too).

	 

	Yet at that moment, she was only the trial prosecutor of record, and it was enough that she displayed the stance of a legal professional. Whatever she was thinking, if she listened carefully to the lawyer’s sophistries and rendered judgment, that would be fortunate enough. Since sophistry is a defense lawyer’s first weapon, the lawyer’s fabricated sentences and calculated sequences would show themselves most clearly in the following two episodes.


Episode 1

	Lawyer: If the witness had had money, you would have started that business, wouldn’t you? (The witness’s financial statements, including proof of bank balance, had already been submitted, and the lawyer knew full well the witness had no money).

	Witness: Yes. (This was the answer the lawyer wanted. But the victim-witness was not admitting the false condition itself. He was answering only the result imagined under that condition).

	Lawyer: Then you are saying you had enough money to start a new business, are you not? (The lawyer had framed the conditional in the first question precisely to reach this line).

	Witness: No, that’s not it. Whatever the business was (I had already failed at several), I had so little money that I would have needed a loan to start it.

	Lawyer: What are you talking about? You’re giving false testimony. First you said you had money, and now you say you had to borrow it. Which is it?

	Witness: (Covering his face with both hands on the stand)…

	 

	At that moment, his voice sank. Having already said “yes,” he grew confused and could no longer follow the questions. As if riding a gondola swaying in midair, he clutched his mouth, overcome with nausea, then collapsed. The bailiff rushed forward.

	 

	The prosecutor may have wished to interject here, as a judge might, with a brief word. The prosecutor was, however, only a trial prosecutor.

	 

	Judge: Counsel, keep your questions short.


Episode 2

	Lawyer: Isn’t it true that, if the witness had had no money, you would not have started that business? (The financial statements had already proved he had none, and the lawyer knew it).

	Witness: Yes. (This was the answer the lawyer wanted).

	Lawyer: Then you are saying you had money to start a new business, are you not?
(The conditional in the first question had been designed for this moment).

	Witness: No, that’s not it. Whatever the business was (I had already failed at several), I had so little money that I would have needed a loan to start it.

	Lawyer: What are you talking about? You’re giving false testimony. First you said you had money, and now you say you had to borrow it. Which is it?

	Witness: (Covering his face with both hands)…

	 

	At that moment, his voice sank. Having already said “yes,” he grew confused and could no longer follow the questions. As if riding a gondola swaying in midair, he clutched his mouth, overcome with nausea, then collapsed. The bailiff rushed in, a plastic bag in hand.

	 

	The prosecutor may have wanted to intervene, as a judge might, with a word. The prosecutor was, however, a prosecutor without a mouth.

	 

	Judge: Witness, shall we take a short recess?

	 

	Self-styled physiognomist Myeongcheol—a fifteen-year veteran whose studio doubled as his one-room apartment, where even some clients would sit politely to have their faces read—sat in the public gallery of Courtroom 57 in the West Wing of the Seoul Central District Court (Case No. 2015Godan7513). He did not remember exactly the first day he had entered the courtroom. But it was the same courtroom where his father had once stood trial. Courtroom 57, near the drinking fountain in the hallway. A courtroom where admission tickets were distributed for seats—that would in itself have been an event, stirring excitement; such trials, however, were usually reserved for serial killers, parricides, or infamous politicians splashed across the headlines. Myeongcheol did not choose such a courtroom. The gossip and uproar of an “event trial” (most of it created by the defendant or the defendant’s lawyer) would, within hours, spread nationwide—broadcast live online, in newspapers, or on YouTube, enriched with interpretations, critiques, counterevidence, and supposed proof. At the same time, the faces of those involved would be exposed, and so for a physiognomist like Myeongcheol they were hardly new. He already knew most of those faces. What he needed were fresh ones.

	In truth, Myeongcheol had another reason for going to court. He had been in the fifth grade when his father suddenly stopped coming home one autumn. His mother told him his father had taken a room near the Central District Court, to attend a trial. “Trial”—what was that? Back then, Myeongcheol thought it meant his father was away on trips to read faces for trial-related clients. Only later, after his father’s death, did he learn the truth: his father had been the plaintiff, appearing in court himself. For years, the father had gone back and forth to court, until one day, after finishing a hearing, he returned to his one-room lodging and died of a heart attack. The funeral was held when Myeongcheol was in his second year of middle school. His mother followed four years later. With relatives’ help, they barely managed to bring her body to the crematorium. With his father gone and the family in poverty, Myeongcheol had barely graduated from high school. There was not much left for him to do. The easiest path was to make a profession out of physiognomy, which he had learned by watching his father while he was alive.

	 

	After high school, he did not want to show himself as a physiognomist (even while his father was alive, Myeongcheol had felt ashamed of his father’s profession, writing “businessman” instead of “physiognomist” in his school record). Nor did he want to hear his classmates’ laughter behind his back, their mockery still echoing in his ears, rendering reunions meaningless to him. 

	 

	Yet one winter, by chance, he attended a reunion, and there he met Myungsoo, whom he had not seen since graduation—now a traffic policeman. Myungsoo’s pointless chatter got the better of him. He appeared in a fluorescent yellow police uniform, over 180 centimeters tall and nearly 100 kilograms in weight, insisting he was not “traffic police” at all. His true goal, he said, was to become a prosecutor or a judge. Startled, Myeongcheol gulped down the half-chewed pork in his mouth. In any case, Myungsoo asked him to read his face—to see if his physiognomy showed the mark of becoming a prosecutor or judge. He drew his frog-like bulging eyes closer together, furrowing his brow until wrinkles gathered (it was obvious from the start that he had a broad forehead; his whole life would be smooth). 

	 

	His final remark piqued Myeongcheol’s curiosity. If one listened closely to all the voices in a case that stretched through ten hearings—the judge, prosecutor, lawyer, witness, victim, perpetrator, even the court bailiff—the judgment rendered would match the judgment one had made while sitting in the gallery. (Myungsoo never clarified whether it was his own experience or not, and Myeongcheol did not ask). Could that really be? Myeongcheol looked up, brow furrowed, fixing him with a stare as if it were nonsense. Myungsoo rolled his large eyeballs and added one last claim: sometimes, absurdly, the verdict was overturned. He wanted to know if his physiognomy marked him as someone who could “overturn verdicts.” This, he said, was his real reason for asking.

	 

	What could Myeongcheol do? He had no thought of reading faces at all, and how could he possibly know such a thing? After years away, Myungsoo appeared at the reunion and uttered such words without a laugh, scanning all the faces of his classmates one by one. But Myeongcheol did not take his words seriously. He himself attended reunions only once every several years
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