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Author's Note: Why Kimchi, Why Now?

Here, now, in the heart of the 21st century, what does it mean to talk about kimchi?

Perhaps never before has kimchi been so squarely in the global spotlight. The world’s mouth waters along with the K-drama protagonist on Netflix, sniffling as they devour a bubbling bowl of kimchi-jjigae. When a K-Pop idol declares, "Kimchi is my soul food," that single phrase resonates with millions of fans as a powerful symbol of K-Culture. From the Oscars red carpet to the backstage bustle of the Grammy Awards, K-Culture has firmly transitioned from a niche curiosity to a celebrated center of global culture.

And at the heart of it all, there has always been kimchi.

The explosive success of K-Culture has elevated kimchi from a mere 'food' to a 'cultural icon.' Alongside K-Pop and K-Drama, kimchi has become one of the "hippest" foods in the world.

This is precisely where our question, "Why kimchi, why now?" begins. Amid this unprecedented applause, we must be cautious that this food we love isn't consumed merely as a 'hip' trend. Now is the most critical and urgent moment to look beyond the dazzling spotlight and see kimchi's true face—its vast cultural universe.

Beyond a Side Dish: Becoming the Heart of K-Content

Just one generation ago, kimchi was simply banchan (반찬)—a side dish that was an obligatory presence on the Korean table. It was a supporting actor to the main stars (rice and stew), a presence like the air itself: its absence was felt, but it rarely claimed the leading role.

The wave of K-Content, however, has overturned this premise. As K-Content seeps into the daily lives of global viewers, kimchi refuses to remain a mere supporting act.

Consider the global Mukbang (먹방) trend. A YouTuber’s "Napa Cabbage Kimchi Mukbang," featuring that distinct, resounding crunch, can rack up tens of millions of views, becoming its own genre of ASMR. Here, kimchi is no longer a side dish; it is the 'protagonist' of the content, maximizing audiovisual pleasure.

Scenes from K-dramas are even more symbolic. The protagonist of Crash Landing on You drinking kimchi broth; the lead in Vincenzo declaring, "Koreans cannot live without kimchi"; the contestants of Squid Game desperately scarfing down kimchi fried rice. In all these moments, kimchi is not just food. It functions as a powerful cultural signifier—a symbol of identity, a trigger for communal memory, and a warm comfort of 'home' even in the most desperate of situations.

When K-Pop idols on a world tour mention kimchi as the food they miss most, they aren't just craving 'spiciness.' They are invoking kimchi as their 'soul food'—a symbol of their roots and identity, a source of vitality in their exhausting lives.

In this way, kimchi has become synonymous with the identity of K-Culture itself. It is the heart of the K-Story, imbued with the joys and sorrows of the Korean people, and it is now resonating with the entire world. Global audiences are no longer just 'tasting' kimchi through content; they are 'experiencing' and 'understanding' it. Kimchi has transcended the narrow category of 'side dish' to become the most powerful protagonist in K-storytelling.

The Red Paradox: A World That Misunderstands Kimchi

However, it is at this very moment that we confront this book's central thesis: "The Red Paradox."

Without question, kimchi's most powerful weapon, the one that made it a global icon, is its vibrant 'red' color. It is intense, alluring, and visually stimulating. This "red flavor" (ppalgan mat) perfectly matched the dynamic energy of K-Culture, causing kimchi's global recognition to explode.

But this brilliant spotlight simultaneously creates a massive paradox, trapping kimchi within the single, narrow image of a "spicy red food." Ironically, this intense color has become a veil, obscuring kimchi's true essence.

What, exactly, is being obscured? The three vast universes this book seeks to explore.

First, the history of 'Time' is obscured.

The formula "Kimchi = Red" represents only the last 300-odd years of its history, since chili peppers were introduced to Korea in the 17th-18th centuries. But the history of chimchae (沈菜), kimchi's true archetype, is a legacy of millennia, tracing back to the Three Kingdoms period. The "white kimchi" we know today—baek kimchi, dongchimi, nabak kimchi—with their savory, cool, and clear brine, are the original forms that protected the Korean people through winters long before the color red ever appeared.

The 'red' was not kimchi's origin; it was merely the most successful 'update' to its long and profound history. The Red Paradox makes us forget this magnificent original.

Second, the world of 'Diversity' is obscured.

The stereotype "Kimchi = Napa Cabbage Kimchi" denies the hundreds of varieties that exist. Korean kimchi possesses a vast spectrum of recipes that change with the seasons, the region, and even from house to house.

There is the tender yeolmu-kimchi (young radish kimchi) of spring, the refreshing oi-sobagi (stuffed cucumber) and gaji-kimchi (eggplant) of summer, the crisp chonggak-kimchi (ponytail radish) and kkakdugi (diced radish) of autumn, and the deeply flavorful dongchimi (radish water kimchi) of winter. From the clean and mild kimchi of the northern provinces to the deeply pungent, jeotgal (fermented seafood)-rich kimchi of the south, the climate and geography of the Korean peninsula itself becomes a map of kimchi.

Among these hundreds of varieties, 'non-spicy' kimchi is just as plentiful and important as 'spicy' kimchi. The Red Paradox reduces this brilliant spectrum to a single dot: "spicy, salty, pickled cabbage."

Third, the essence of 'Fermentation' science is obscured.

The focus on the sensory jolt of 'spiciness' prevents us from seeing the true heart of kimchi: the scientific process of 'fermentation.'

The core of kimchi is not 'spicy heat' but 'sourness'—the 'fermented taste.' Kimchi is not a food that is simply 'pickled' in chili powder and salt. It is a dynamic ecosystem created by hundreds of millions of microorganisms (lactic acid bacteria). It is a 'living' organism that constantly changes and deepens over time.

The profound 'umami' (savoriness) and the proven health benefits that emerge from this fermentation process are the true essence of kimchi. The Red Paradox conceals this wondrous microbial universe behind the singular sensation of 'spicy.'

​A Humanities Guide to Kimchi: A Journey to Explore the Origin of Taste

Therefore, this book is a declaration—a guide to liberating kimchi from 'The Red Paradox' and exploring the vast 'Kimchi Universe' hidden beyond it.

Let me be clear: This is not a cookbook. This is not a 'how-to' guide for making delicious kimchi. This book is a 'Humanities Guide to Kimchi,' one that uses kimchi as a lens to ask 'Why' and to explore its origins.

Through this single lens, we will embark on an intellectual journey that traverses thousands of years of history, the geography of the Korean peninsula, the philosophy of community, and the science of microbes.

This book rebuilds the Kimchi Universe around the three core keywords that define its essence: 'Time,' 'Relation,' and 'Fermentation.'

In Part 1 (Origin), we will follow the axis of 'Time,' excavating kimchi's archetype like an archaeologist. We will first encounter the cool, clear taste of 'white kimchi' that existed for millennia before the color red.

In Part 2 (Kimjang), we will follow the axis of 'Relation,' exploring the culture of collective kimchi-making as a cultural anthropologist. We will examine why kimjang was not 'labor' but a 'festival' of 'sharing,' and uncover the scientific and social meanings hidden in the unscientific-sounding phrase son-mat ('hand taste').

In Part 4 (Science), we will follow the axis of 'Fermentation,' dissecting the microbial world of kimchi like a science journalist. We will translate the mysterious process of fermentation into the clear language of science and explore how it benefits our bodies and minds.

Furthermore, in Part 3 (Diversity), we become cultural geographers to find answers in climate and ingredients for why kimchi tastes different in every region. In Part 5 (The World), we become comparative culturalists to discover kimchi's unique identity by comparing it to sauerkraut and tsukemono. In Part 6 (The Modern Age), we will analyze the technological evolution from the onggi (earthenware pot) to the 'kimchi refrigerator' and the current globalization of K-food as 'flavor.' Finally, in Part 7 (The Future), we will confront the 'post-cabbage' era in a time of climate crisis and present a final vision of kimchi as a 'platform' that connects everything.

For the global K-Culture fan, this book will be an insightful guide to shattering the 'red' stereotype and truly understanding the heart of K-Food. For Korean instructors and content creators, it will serve as a solid 'thesis'—a new way to reinterpret the familiar subject of kimchi with the humanistic keywords of 'fermentation, relation, and time,' and to redefine its value.

It is time to pull back the red curtain and meet the true face of kimchi waiting behind it.

I invite you on this journey to the vast 'Kimchi Universe' that lies beyond the color red.
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Part 1. The Origin: A Taste of Time

Chapter 1. The Pre-Chili Era: Archetype of the White Kimchi
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When 99% of people hear the word "kimchi," they picture a vivid, crimson red and a fiery, spicy flavor. Today, kimchi stands as one of the most powerful red icons of K-Culture. But this intense color is, in truth, merely the newest "outfit" kimchi has worn in its millennia-long history. This brilliant red is like a layer of volcanic ash covering an ancient ruin. Its very intensity conceals the vast and brilliant city of "white kimchi" that thrived for thousands of years beneath it.

To explore kimchi's true origins, we must become archaeologists. We must gently brush away this captivating red surface and dig down, layer by layer, through time. We must pass through the 18th-century layer (the chili pepper), dig past the 15th-century layer (the Sanga Yorok record), and push down to the 13th-century (Yi Gyu-bo) and 3rd-century (the Records of the Three Kingdoms) strata.

There, in the deepest layer we can reach, the archetype of kimchi we unearth is not red. It is a clear, cool, and brilliant "white."

The Root of the Name 'Kimchi': In Search of Chimchae

The start of any archaeological expedition is to uncover the origin of the name. Where did the word 'kimchi' come from? The secret of its original form is held within its name.

Surprisingly, 'kimchi' is not a native Korean word. Its root lies in the Sino-Korean (Hanja) word chimchae (沈菜).

"To Soak Vegetables in Brine": The Beginning of Everything

These two characters, chimchae, contain the original, primal definition of kimchi.


●  Chim (沈) means "to submerge" or "to sink."

●  Chae (菜) means "vegetable."


Therefore, 'chimchae (沈菜)' means "submerged vegetables."

This is the single most important discovery in Part 1 of this book. Why? Because this definition does not specify a particular 'ingredient' like chili or cabbage. Instead, it names the 'process' itself: soaking in brine to ferment. This is our archaeological proof that kimchi is not a specific recipe, but the product of a technology—the technology of lactic acid fermentation.

The act of "submerging" (沈) vegetables in saltwater is not simply for seasoning. It is a scientific process that creates a 'barrier' to block harmful putrefying bacteria while simultaneously setting the 'stage'—an anaerobic environment—for beneficial lactic acid bacteria to thrive.

For thousands of years before the color red ever appeared, the ancestors on the Korean peninsula used this "submerging" (chim) technology to soak vegetables (chae) in brine, creating a fermented food with a refreshing, savory broth.

Dimchae, Jimchi, and Kimchi: A History of Phonetic Change

Over time, this Sino-Korean word 'chim-chae' was worn smooth by the Korean tongue, its sound evolving to fit the people who used it every day. This linguistic evolution shows just how deeply this 'process' was embedded in daily life.

Linguists theorize the phonetic shift went something like this: 'Chim-chae' (沈菜) → 'Tim-chae' → 'Dim-chae' → 'Jim-chi' → 'Gim-chae' → 'Kimchi'. This is a classic example of palatalization, where the 'ch' sound softened to a 'j' sound (via 'd'), a natural transformation as the academic term was adopted by the masses.

The name 'Dimchae' survives today as an archaeological artifact in the brand name of a famous kimchi refrigerator. 'Jimchi' is still alive and well, a beloved dialect word for kimchi used in regions like Jeolla-do, Gyeongsang-do, and Chungcheong-do.

This history of the name is our clearest evidence that chimchae was not a technology preserved in a museum. It was a living, breathing technique used in kitchens across the peninsula, passed down for millennia without a single break.

The First Kimchi in Literature: Records of the Three Kingdoms

So, when does this chimchae process first appear in written records?

Unfortunately, the oldest surviving record that uses the specific word 'kimchi' only appears in the Joseon Dynasty. However, the technology of vegetable fermentation can be traced back much further, into the deep past of the Three Kingdoms period.

The evidence is found in the Chinese historical text Records of the Three Kingdoms (specifically, the Wei Shu Dong Yi Zhuan). This 3rd-century record describes the people of the Korean peninsula, noting:


"The people of Goguryeo are skilled at making fermented foods, such as soy sauce, liquor, and salted fish (jeotgal). (高句麗善醬釀...)"


Why is this record so critical? While it doesn't say 'kimchi,' it mentions the core technology: 'fermentation' (釀, nyang). The fact that a 3rd-century Chinese historian went out of their way to write that the Goguryeo people "are skilled at fermenting" (善釀) signifies that this was a remarkable and advanced cultural capability that defined them.

The Goguryeo people already possessed a masterful command of the invisible world of microbes. They fermented soybeans to make sauce (醬, jang), grain to make liquor (酒, ju), and fish to make jeotgal (醢, hae). While this record does not explicitly name 'fermented vegetables,' it establishes that the mastery of fermentation itself (釀, nyang) was a defining cultural technology for Goguryeo. From a food science perspective, it is a near certainty that a culture mastering the complex fermentation of proteins (soybeans, fish) and grains would apply this same core technology to the most abundant local resource: vegetables. The principle of fermentation was already in place.

Radish and Cucumber: The First Ingredients Preserved in Salt

If the Records of the Three Kingdoms proves the 'fermentation skill' of Goguryeo, other ancient texts provide clues to the ingredients of this early chimchae. And these records consistently show that the main ingredient was not cabbage.

For example, the Shiming (釋名), a Chinese dictionary from the Han Dynasty (c. 100 CE), mentions "radish" and "cucumber" as the ingredients for 'jeo' (菹), a general term for pickled or brined vegetables in East Asia. Given the active cultural exchange between China and the Korean peninsula at the time, it is highly probable that radish and cucumber were also the most common ingredients for chimchae during the Three Kingdoms period.

Why radish and cucumber? Both are firm, high in moisture, and perfectly suited for brine fermentation. They don't easily turn to mush, retaining their crispness and releasing a cool, refreshing flavor—a fact that would be confirmed centuries later in the poetry of Yi Gyu-bo.

Goryeo Dynasty: Kimchi Becomes a 'Winter Staple'

As time flows into the Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392), chimchae evolves beyond a simple fermentation technique. It becomes an essential 'winter survival food,' establishing a core part of its identity.

The Korean climate is notoriously harsh, with hot, humid summers and bitterly cold, dry winters. The long winter, when no fresh vegetables could be harvested, was a literal crisis of survival. Chimchae was the Goryeo people's most ingenious invention to overcome this annual crisis.

Yi Gyu-bo's Poetic Record: "Pickled in Salt, a Winter's Companion"

(Concrete evidence for the preceding point)

Vivid proof of this comes from the 13th-century scholar Yi Gyu-bo. In his poem Gapo-yugyeong (가포육영, "Six Verses on the Home Garden"), he writes about the radishes in his patch:


"Pickled in soy sauce, it's good for the summer.

Brined in salt, it becomes a side dish for the entire winter."

(漬之以醬, 宜於夏, 醃之以鹽, 備過冬)"


This short passage contains the entire essence of Goryeo-era kimchi. It also shows that Yi Gyu-bo was already, in the 13th century, clearly distinguishing between the two food types we will discuss next: jangajji (pickles) and kimchi.

	A Comparison of Two Technologies: He explicitly separates the 'soy-sauce-pickling method' (漬之以醬) from the 'salt-brining method' (醃之以鹽).

	Different Purposes for Different Seasons: The soy-sauce pickle was for the 'summer' (夏), when food spoils quickly. The salt-brined food was prepared 'to get through the winter' (備過冬).

	The Identity of Chimchae: This 'salt-brined winter food' is precisely the archetype of chimchae.


This proves that chimchae—driven by the peninsula's distinct seasons and brutal winters—had firmly established its role as a survival strategy, supplying essential vitamins and minerals when no fresh vegetables were available.

The Divergence of Jangajji and Kimchi: The Spectrum of Pickling and Fermentation

Here we arrive at a critical question that defines kimchi's identity. If it's just 'vegetables in salt,' how is it different from jangajji (장아찌, 'Korean pickles') or jjanji (salty radish)? As Yi Gyu-bo distinguished, the difference is decisive.

Understanding this difference is the key to understanding kimchi's unique identity as 'fermentation,' not just 'pickling.'


●  Jangajji (醬牙찌, 'Pickles'):
The name says it all. The 'Jang' (醬) means 'sauce.' These are vegetables preserved in a high-salt (15-20%+) 'sauce' like soy sauce, soybean paste, or chili paste. The goal of jangajji is to use the sauce's intense salinity and preservative power to 'inhibit' all microbial activity and 'preserve' the vegetable. Think of it as a fortress with the gates sealed shut. This is pickling.
●  Kimchi (沈菜, 'Ferment'):
Kimchi begins with a low-salt (2-3%) 'brine.' This brine is just salty enough to kill harmful putrefying bacteria but allows beneficial 'lactic acid bacteria' (LAB) to survive and thrive. The goal of kimchi is to 'activate' these microbes, encouraging them to eat the sugars in the vegetables and produce lactic acid. This is not preservation; it is transformation.

Jangajji is a 'static' food, preserved by an external sauce. Kimchi is a 'dynamic' food, transformed daily by an internal army of microbes. The brine in kimchi is a 'selective gatekeeper.' It blocks the 'bad guys' (spoilage) but welcomes the 'good guys' (LAB) and encourages them to completely remake the city of vegetables in their own image (fermentation).

This is the point where kimchi graduates from being a simple pickle and enters the realm of a unique fermentation science.

[Special Focus] Kimchi vs. Paocai: What is Different?

China's traditional pickled vegetable, 'Paocai' (泡菜), is a combination of 'Pao' (泡, to soak) and 'Cai' (菜, vegetable), which translates to "soaked vegetable." On the surface, the literal meaning of its name appears similar to 'Chimchae' (沈菜), the origin of the word kimchi.

However, their 'process' is fundamentally different.

	Paocai (Pickling):
The common comparison, Sichuan-style paocai, begins by making a 'brine' first. Saltwater is boiled, cooled, and infused with strong spices like Sichuan peppercorn, star anise, and cinnamon. The vegetables are then 'submerged' (pao) in this pre-made pickling liquid. This is a 'pickling' process driven by the external solution. While lactic fermentation does occur, its purpose and process are distinct from kimchi's.

	Kimchi (Fermenting):
Kimchi does not start with a 'pickling liquid.'
Step 1 (Brining): The vegetables are first salted directly (dry-salted or in a light brine) to draw out their own water and soften their texture.
Step 2 (Mixing): The drained vegetables are then mixed with a complex 'stuffing' known as sok (속). This sok contains garlic, ginger, scallions, and, crucially, jeotgal (젓갈, fermented seafood).
Kimchi's fermentation is not driven by external water; it is driven by the vegetables' own extracted moisture mixed with this complex, seasoned 'stuffing.'


The Uniqueness of Sok (Stuffing) and Jeotgal

This second step—the mixing—is what makes kimchi radically different from paocai. This distinction became even more pronounced with the introduction of Napa Cabbage in the late 19th century. Koreans developed a unique method of stuffing this complex sok between each and every leaf. This is a completely different technology from simply submerging a vegetable in a jar of brine.

Furthermore, the use of jeotgal is a core component of kimchi's fermentation. The amino acids from the fermented seafood act as a rich nutrient source for the lactic acid bacteria, creating a deep 'umami' (savoriness) and complex flavor profile not found in other pickles.

Conclusion: Different Roots, Different Process

In summary, while paocai and kimchi may have begun from the shared goal of "preserving vegetables," kimchi's unique etymological root (chimchae), its independent fermentation technology (attested in the Records of the Three Kingdoms), and its unique process involving jeotgal and sok give it a completely separate and distinct identity.

This distinction is precisely why the international food standards body, Codex Alimentarius, recognized 'Kimchi' as its own international standard in 2001, separate from paocai.

Mainstays of the White Archetype: Radish, Cucumber, and Eggplant

Now, let us return to our excavation of "white kimchi." We have confirmed the 'process' (chimchae, brine fermentation) and the 'purpose' (winter survival). So, who were the stars of this pre-chili era?

Sanga Yorok: A Glimpse of 15th-Century Kimchi

The Sanga Yorok, a Korean cookbook from around 1450, is filled with an amazing variety of chimchae recipes that contain no chili pepper at all.


●  Radish Kimchi (蘿葍沈菜, nabok-chimchae)

●  Cucumber Kimchi (黃瓜沈菜, hwanggwa-chimchae)

●  Eggplant Kimchi (茄子沈菜, gaja-chimchae)


What is most remarkable is that these kimchis were far from "bland." They were not simply soaked in salt. They were already pursuing complex flavors by adding the numbing, tingling spice of 'cheoncho' (川椒, Sichuan peppercorn—the 'ma' of mala), the sharp heat of ginger, and the pungency of garlic. This proves that long before the 'spiciness' (la) of chili arrived, Koreans were already skillfully using other types of 'spices' to elevate the flavor of their fermented foods.

Gyuhap Chongseo: A Tradition Continued into the 19th Century

Centuries later, the Gyuhap Chongseo (1809)—a book written after chili peppers had become common (which we will cover in Chapter 2)—still prominently features recipes for 'non-red' kimchi, such as winter melon (donggwa) chimchae and eggplant (gaji) chimchae.

What does this tell us? The 'red innovation' did not replace the 'white tradition.' The two coexisted. The clear, refreshing taste of "white kimchi" was its own complete universe, and it continued to hold an important place on the Korean table long after red kimchi was born.

The Truth About "Cabbage" We Never Knew

Here we encounter the truth that many readers find most shocking. The 'napa cabbage,' today's icon of kimchi, was almost never the star of kimchi's long history.

Today's Cabbage Didn't Exist: The Napa Cabbage Imported 100 Years Ago

The cabbage we eat today—the dense, 'headed' (gyeolgu, 結球) variety with crisp, sweet, pale-yellow leaves—is a 'foreign' import. It was introduced to the Korean peninsula from the Shandong region of China in the late 19th or early 20th century. The history of what we call "Napa Cabbage Kimchi" (baechu-kimchi) is, at most, little more than 100 years old.

Stiff, Green Leaves: A Portrait of Native Korean Cabbage

So, was there no cabbage before then? There was, but it was a completely different plant: the 'native Korean cabbage' (jaeraejong-baechu). It was loose-leafed, with stiff, greenish leaves. It would have looked more like a relative of mustard greens or bok choy.

This native cabbage was tough, fibrous, and had a strong "green" taste. It was unsuitable for eating fresh as geotjeori (unfermented salad) or for stuffing with seasoning. It was mainly used for soup or boiled and dried to make ugeoji (outer leaves).

Why Radish Kimchi Was the Mainstream of Ancient Kimchi

This is where Yi Gyu-bo's 13th-century poem becomes so important again. The reason the 'original star' of ancient kimchi was radish, not cabbage, is clear.

Radish was a native crop, and it was far firmer and held more water than the native cabbage. It was the perfect ingredient for the chimchae method—"submerging in brine to ferment." Radish did not get mushy in the brine. It held its crunch, and as it fermented through the winter, its own spiciness faded, and it released a uniquely refreshing and sweet flavor into the broth.

​Baek Kimchi and Dongchimi: 'Living Fossils' from the Pre-Chili Era

We have now reached the final destination of our archaeological dig.

This 'white kimchi' archetype...

...which began thousands of years ago under the name chimchae,

...which was built on the fermentation science of the Three Kingdoms,

...which became a 'winter staple' using radish in the Goryeo Dynasty,

...and which was infused with complex spices like cheoncho and ginger in the Joseon Dynasty...

...did it disappear?

No. It is still on our tables today, as 'living fossils.'

They are 'Baek Kimchi' (White Kimchi) and 'Dongchimi' (Radish Water Kimchi).

We often think of baek kimchi and dongchimi as 'specialty kimchi'—a 'non-spicy' or 'kid-friendly' version. But after our excavation today, we realize this perception is completely backward.

Baek kimchi and dongchimi are not the 'specialty' versions. They are the 'Originals.' They are the living, breathing classics that perfectly preserve the archetype from the millennia of the pre-chili chimchae era. This is not a "beta version" of kimchi; it is the 'Classic' version, complete in itself.

The clear, cool broth, infused with the flavors of crisp radish, garlic, and ginger. That broth is the very essence of the word chimchae (submerged vegetables). The natural carbonation, the refreshing acidity, the complex aroma—that is the "taste of time" that our ancestors loved for thousands of years.

If you want to taste the origin of kimchi, you must first taste baek kimchi and dongchimi. This is the clear, deep song of the "white universe" that existed long before the loud, passionate shout of the "red" one.

In the next chapter, we will explore how, into this ancient and stable white universe, a powerful "red innovation" suddenly arrived in the 18th century.
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Chapter 2. The 18th-Century Revolution: Birth of Red Spice and Umami
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In Chapter 1, we excavated the massive archetype of "white kimchi," or chimchae (沈菜), that lay dormant for millennia beneath the thick strata of red. It was a clear, cool, and stable "taste of time," crafted from saltwater, time, and native vegetables like radish. Into this quiet, predictable "white universe," the 18th century brought nothing short of a "Big Bang."

In this chapter, we explore the most dramatic and revolutionary moment in kimchi's history—a culinary fault line forming in time. On one side of this divide lies the "white chimchae" of Chapter 1; on the other lies the "red kimchi" we know today. This massive tectonic shift was triggered by the collision and fusion of two powerful forces: a 'red-hued stranger' from the New World, the chili pepper, and a traditional source of flavor born from the Korean seas, jeotgal (fermented seafood).

The meeting of these two elements was not a simple 'update' that just added spice. It was a chemical and microbiological revolution that completely 'evolved' kimchi from a simple vegetable 'pickle' (for preservation) into a 'fermented dish' (of complex flavor and dynamic ecology). The very DNA of everything we now call 'kimchi'—its intense red visual, its explosive, mouth-coating umami—was born in this, the 18th century.

Protagonist 1: The Red-Hued Stranger, Arrival of the Chili

The catalyst for this revolution was an outsider. It was unfamiliar, intense, and addictive.

The 17th Century Arrival: The Imjin War and the Japanese Route

The chili pepper, the very heart and identity of kimchi, is shockingly not native to the Korean peninsula. Its origin lies in the Americas, including Mexico. After Columbus's 'discovery' of the New World in 1492, this small, fiery fruit rode the first wave of globalization. Portuguese and Spanish merchants, seeing it as a potential substitute for black pepper, spread this mesmerizing spice across the globe, triggering a butterfly effect that would transform Asia's culinary landscape.

The most probable route of the chili's arrival in Korea is via Japan. It's widely believed that chili peppers, which had first been introduced to Japan (e.g., Nagasaki) by the Portuguese in the mid-16th century, crossed over to the Korean peninsula during or after the Imjin War (Japanese invasions, 1592-1598). It likely arrived in the bundles of soldiers or merchants, a tragic and ironic transfer amidst the chaos of war. This hypothesis is clearly supported by the chili's earliest given names.

From 'Japanese Mustard' to 'Gochu': A Century of Confusion and Adaptation

Upon its arrival, the chili pepper was not welcomed. In the early 17th century, Yi Su-gwang's encyclopedia Jibong-yuseol (芝峯類說) records the chili as 'wae-gyeoja' (倭芥子), or "Japanese mustard." The 'wae' (倭) signified it came from Japan, and 'gyeoja' (芥子) meant its spiciness was perceived as similar to the mustard plant already known.

Another fascinating record calls it 'nammancho' (南蠻椒), or "southern barbarian pepper," revealing its exotic and foreign origins. Early texts describe the chili not as a food, but as a poison or a medicinal herb. It would take nearly a full century—a long 'adaptation period'—for this strange plant to adapt to Korean soil and for the Korean palate to accept it as a 'safe' food. The 17th century was a period of confusion and exploration, a time when the chili was becoming 'feral' and 'naturalized' on the peninsula.

Was There No Spice Before Chili?: The Role of Zanthoxylum Piperitum and Mustard

So, did Koreans not know spice before the chili? They did. As we saw in Chapter 1, the Sanga Yorok mentioned 'cheoncho' (川椒), or Sichuan peppercorn. This "pepper" (the husk of the Zanthoxylum piperitum fruit) provided a 'numbing,' tingling 'ma' (麻) sensation. There was also the sharp, volatile 'hotness' ('sin,' 辛) of mustard, which hits the nose and brings tears to the eyes.

But the chili's heat was on a completely different level. The 'spiciness' from capsaicin is not just a flavor; it's a 'sensation of pain' ('tong-gak,' 痛覺), a 'lal' (辣) heat that warms the tongue and stomach. While the ma of cheoncho 'numbs' the senses and the sin of mustard 'volatilizes' and fades, the lal of the chili 'lingers' and creates a powerful addiction. This intense and intuitive stimulation was the perfect 'awakening agent' for a people living through cold winters on a grain-heavy diet. After its 100-year adaptation, this 'lal' heat was ready to upend the Korean palate.

The "Smoking Gun" in the Archives: The 1766 Discovery

If the chili arrived in the 17th century and spent 100 years adapting, when exactly did it begin to enter the heart of daily cuisine, 'kimchi'? Answering this question is as thrilling and important as an archaeologist carbon-dating a pivotal artifact.

The 18th Century: Chili Enters Kimchi

During its 100-year adaptation, the chili was successfully cultivated, becoming cheap and abundant. The 18th century is when this new crop finally shed its 'medicinal' status and began to conquer the Korean kitchen as a 'food ingredient.' And at last, the "smoking gun"—the definitive proof of the "white chimchae" transforming into "red kimchi"—appears in the literature.

The Discovery of the 1766 Jeungbosallimgyeongje

The Jeungbosallimgyeongje (增補山林經濟, "Revised Forestry Economy"), an agricultural encyclopedia revised and expanded by Yu Jung-rim from Hong Man-seon's original work in 1766 (the 42nd year of King Yeongjo), is a 'Rosetta Stone' in kimchi history. It is in this book that the DNA of modern kimchi is first recorded.

In the book's section on kimchi, a recipe appears that is, for a kimchi archaeologist, shockingly clear:


"Take cabbage, radish, cucumber... mix with chili (苦椒), garlic juice (蒜汁), ginger, and scallion, and place in a jar..."


Chili and Garlic Juice: The DNA of Modern Kimchi is Recorded

This short passage is like a photograph capturing the exact moment of the kimchi Big Bang. Its importance is twofold:

	The First Official 'Red' Record: This is the first known text to explicitly name 'chili' (苦椒, gocho) as a kimchi ingredient. It is the official 'birth certificate' of red kimchi, announcing that the era of white chimchae is formally ending.

	The Archetype of 'Sok' (Stuffing): More importantly, it wasn't just chili. The record states it is 'mixed with' garlic juice, ginger, and scallion. This is not the simple spice addition of cheoncho or ginger we saw in Chapter 1. This describes the concept of a 'seasoning paste' (sok), a complex blend of ingredients, already being perfected by the mid-18th century. This is the crucial clue that kimchi was evolving from a 'brining' method to a 'seasoning' method.


Chonggak Kimchi, Oi-sobagi, Gul Kimchi: The 18th Century Recipe Explosion

The 'Red Revolution' that began in 1766 with the Jeungbosallimgyeongje sparked a 'creative explosion' by the end of the 18th century. Just a few decades later, in the Gyuhapchongseo (閨閤叢書, 1809) written by Lady Bingheogak Yi, an astonishingly diverse and 'modern' array of kimchi recipes using both chili and jeotgal appear.

Chonggak-kimchi (ponytail radish kimchi), oi-sobagi (stuffed cucumber kimchi), dong-a kimchi (winter melon kimchi


Protagonist 2: The Flavor Amplifier, The Chemistry of Jeotgal














​The 18th-Century Convergence: The Wondrous Synergy of Chili and Jeotgal










	Jeotgal (Local) is added, providing a rich 'food source' (amino acids) for beneficial lactic acid bacteria (LAB) and an explosive 'umami' flavor. (High Return)

	This creates a 'critical risk' of spoilage from bad bacteria, which also love this food. (High Risk)

	Chili (Global) is added. Its powerful antimicrobial properties selectively suppress the harmful bacteria, 'controlling the risk.' (Risk Control)

	Miraculously, the heroes of kimchi fermentation, the 'lactic acid bacteria' (LAB), were 'chosen' microbes. They were largely 'resistant' to the antimicrobial effects of capsaicin and survived.
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