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As someone learning English as a second language, I’ve observed that classic novels are often edited to simplify them for young readers or ESL students. This sparked my interest in the availability of Korean classics in simplified, modern English. While South Korea has many adaptations for different age groups, English adaptations of Korean classics are less common. Even “The Nine Cloud Dream,” which has been translated multiple times, may be difficult or less engaging for younger readers. Some translations lean heavily on Westernized vocabulary, while others preserve the setting and character names, reflecting East Asian origins, which might seem alien to those not familiar with Korean nuances. This can make discussions with native Koreans confusing, especially regarding character names.

To address these challenges, I took a four-pronged approach. First, I aimed to keep the novel’s essence while making it more accessible and appealing to young readers by simplifying the language and shortening the length, without sacrificing depth. I also revised the chapter division for better readability.

Second, I made an effort to transliterate character names accurately to their Korean pronunciation. Yet, to help readers delve into the novel’s Tang Dynasty setting, I retained English names for certain places and historical figures, such as ‘Chang’an’ and ‘Zhuangzi’.

Third, I kept the traditional Korean naming convention of placing family names before given names, to uphold cultural authenticity and give readers deeper cultural insights. For instance, the protagonist is introduced as ‘Yang So-yu,’ with ‘Yang’ being his family name.

Fourth, I incorporated specific Korean terms like ‘goemungo’ and ‘tungso’ for musical instruments and ‘gisaeng’ for female entertainers, offering a richer cultural experience than might be found in other translations.

These adjustments aim to make “The Nine Cloud Dream” more approachable and celebrate its cultural legacy.

––––––––
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From Mokpo, South Korea

Kim Hayoung

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1

Seong-jin and the Eight Fairies
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In the far reaches of East Asia, there are five stunning mountains. Among them, Hyeong Mountains, stood proudly to the south of Tong-jeong Lake. It was like something out of a fantasy story, surrounded by the swirling So-sang River and seventy-two peaks reaching up to the sky.

Five of the peaks – Spirit of the South, Red Canopy, Pillars of Heaven, Rock Treasure-house, and Lotus Peak – were legendary. Covered in mist and touching the clouds, they were almost magical charm.

Long ago, during the Chin Dynasty, a mystical woman named Queen Wee, blessed with divine powers, settled here with her entourage of angelic children and fairies, earning her the title Queen Wee of the Southern Peak.

In the time of the Tang Dynasty, an old monk from India, captivated by the beauty of these mountains, built a temple on Lotus Peak. There, he shared Buddha’s teachings, making Buddha’s name revered once more. People bowed before it and believed, saying that Buddha had again visited the earth. 

This monk is called the Great Master of Yook-kwan, known for overcoming the six temptations and mastering the Diamond Sutra: the foundational Buddhist scripture exploring perception and emptiness. Among his many followers, one young disciple named Seong-jin caught everyone’s attention. Though he was just twenty, Seong-jin possessed a wisdom that seemed far beyond his years. The Great Master, seeing something special in him, had already chosen Seong-jin as his potential successor, a decision admired by all in the temple.

One day, while teaching, the Great Master spotted an old man in white listening carefully. He seemed to be out of ordinary.

“Find out who he is,” the Master asked a disciple.

Soon after, the disciple came back and said, “He is the god and guardian of the Tong-jeong Lake. He comes to learn from your words, Great Master.” said the disciple.

“It’s such an honor.” said the Great Master.

Then he assembled all of his disciples and said,

“The gods and guardians of Waters are originally dragons but they often transform into human figures. As the Tong-jeong Lake God comes and listens carefully to humans’ preaching, I must honor him. But, I am too frail to travel. Who will journey to the Palace of the Great Lake and pay my respects for me?”

“I will go, Great Master,” Seong-jin volunteered. 

“Good,” the Great Master nodded, “I’ll grant you magic to help you on your journey. Represent us well.”

Seong-jin set off towards the mystical world of Tong-jeong Lake. 

Not long after Seong-jin’s departure, there was a stir at the temple’s main gate. The gatekeeper monk hurried to inform the Great Master, 

“Master, Queen Wee of the Southern Peak has sent eight fairy messengers. They’re waiting outside.”

“Let them in,” the Great Master instructed.

With grace and elegance, the fairies made their entrance, floating over the threshold and performing a triple twirl before bowing deeply, their movement unleashing a cascade of magical blossoms. They knelt reverently and delivered Queen Wee’s message: 

“Great Master, though we reside nearby, on the opposite side of the mountain, our Lady, occupied with her duties, has not had the chance to visit the temple. She sends us instead with offerings of heavenly flowers, fairy fruits, and silken treasures, in hopes that you will accept them as a gesture of her respect and sincerity.”

Each fairy then presented her gifts to the Master. 

“What have I done to deserve such generous gifts?” the Great Master wondered aloud. With a humble gesture, he accepted these graciously. He then passed them to his disciples to place before Buddha. In return, he gave each fairy a token of his appreciation, and they departed, light-footed and content.

“One seldom gets to explore such wonders,” murmured one fairy wistfully.

“Couldn’t we stay just a bit longer to enjoy the fresh air and this beautiful scenery?” another suggested longingly.

“Why not? We have time,” a third fairy agreed.

And so, they decided to linger in the lush, blooming forest surrounding the temple, soaking in the magic of the earth and the joys of spring.

Eventually, Seong-jin, the diligent disciple, set off towards Tong-jeong Lake, where the god and guardian of the Great Lake resided. At the lake, ministers welcomed him and led him to the beautiful palace, adorned with rare delicacies. The god of the Great Lake awaited him.

“Welcome,” greeted the Great Lake God, “the esteemed disciple of the Great Master graces us. You must be hungry. Please, dine with me.”

The Great Lake God himself passed the glass of wine and urged Seong-jin to drink. 

“I am unable to drink. Wine upsets and maddens the soul, and is therefore strictly forbidden by the Buddha.” He gently declined. 

“I understand,” the Great Lake God replied, “but this wine is unlike any in the human realm – it’s a healing elixir. It is my preferred drink. Please, feel free to enjoy.”

Seong-jin reluctantly accepted and, out of politeness, drank three glasses of the wine and spent a pleasant time at the palace before returning to the temple.

On his way back, with the wine’s warmth still within him, Seong-jin fretted about returning to his master. To clear his head, he leaned over a stream to splash water on his face. 

Just then, a delightful aroma drifted on the breeze.

“Such an exquisite fragrance!” he marveled.

He followed the scent upstream and came upon eight stunning fairies on the stone bridge, the origin of the enchanting aroma. To Seong-jin, slightly tipsy, they seemed like a radiant gathering of peonies. He steadied his heart, assumed the stance of a monk, and addressed them respectfully. 

“I am a disciple under the Great Master on Lotus Peak. Might I pass the bridge?”

The fairies, playful in spirit, decided to tease the young monk. 

“We are maidens from the Southern Peak, serving Queen Wee, returning from meeting the Great Master. We’re here enjoying the spring day. Perhaps you could find another route?”

Seong-jin, caught in their playful challenge, responded, 

“The stream is deep, and there’s no alternate path.”

The fairies teased, “Once the great monk Bodhidharma crossed the ocean on a lotus leaf. Why should a disciple of the Great Master fear this small stream?”

Seizing the moment, Seong-jin replied with a twinkle in his eye. 

“Ah, I see now. You seek a tribute for passage, don’t you?” 

With a bit of magic, he plucked a branch of peach blossoms, transforming them into eight luminous pearls, which he offered to the fairies. The pearls shone brilliantly, catching the fairies’ eyes.

“Ah, how lovely!” they exclaimed, their hearts captivated. Each fairy caught a pearl with their colorful sashes and ascended gracefully into the sky.

Seong-jin, awestruck for a moment, realized that both the fairies and the fragrance had disappeared. 

“Have I truly encountered fairies of the heavens?” he wondered. Aware that time had slipped by, he swiftly made his way back to the temple.

Back at the temple, the Great Master reprimanded Seong-jin for his lateness. 

“Why have you returned so late?”

“Please forgive me, Master. The Great Lake God treated me so liberally, and his urgent request to stay was so impossible to refuse, that I have been delayed beyond the time,” Seong-jin replied.

The Master gave no direct reply, but simply said, “Go and rest.” 

Seong-jin, relieved to escape further reprimand, returned to his little hut of meditation.

Alone later, Seong-jin’s thoughts wandered to the beautiful fairies and their laughter. The sound of their laughter echoed in his ears, stirring complex emotions within him. Without realizing it, worldly desires started to blur his thinking.

“Why do I live this way?” he wondered. “Born a man in this world, I should have pursued dreams of becoming a great general or a top minister serving the emperor, growing old with a beautiful wife and children, enjoying delicious meals in a fine house, and leaving behind a legacy that would make me proud. But here I am, a Buddhist disciple, spending my life preaching like the Great Master, following a path filled with loneliness and sorrow.”

Seong-jin couldn’t sleep that night. His mind was filled with thoughts and worries, and no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t find peace. He remembered that as a Buddhist, he was supposed to control his thoughts and feelings. 

“I’ve been a monk for ten years, but lately, my mind’s been wandering in the wrong direction,” he thought.

While he was trying to calm his mind, one of the temple boys suddenly called out to him, 

“Elder brother, the Master wants to see you right now.” 

Seong-jin felt nervous. A late-night call from the Master usually meant something serious.

He hurried to see the Master in the Buddhist sanctuary and found him angry, with all the other monks sitting quietly. The room was brightly lit with candles.

“Do you realize your sin?” the Master demanded. 

Seong-jin was shocked, realizing the Master knew of his thoughts and actions from the previous day.

The Master continued, “As a monk, you should control your body, mind, and soul. But you’ve been acting against our teachings. You drank wine, flirted with women, and even dreamed of a life full of riches.”

Seong-jin tried to explain, “Great Master, it wasn’t like that. I drank because the Great Lake God insisted, I only asked the women to let me pass, and though I briefly fantasized about worldly life, it was just a passing thought. Please...”

But the Master was unyielding. 

“Such deceitful excuses cannot hide your guilt. You can no longer stay here,” he said firmly.

Seong-jin was heartbroken. 

“Great Master, please, I beg your forgiveness,” he said, his eyes brimming with tears. “I’ve been here since I was twelve. I left my parents and everything behind, cut my hair and took the vows. You know, like a son would do for his father. This temple is my home. Where will I go?” 

The Master, looking stern, answered, “You want to leave, so you must go. You ask ‘Where will I go?’ I answer ‘To the place where you desire to go.’” 

He then shouted, “Guards! Take this sinner to the Judge Youmna of the underworld, where the dead go,” he ordered.

Seong-jin was still begging for a break, not ready to leave at all. That’s when the tough Master finally gave him a bit of comfort, saying,

“Your heart isn’t in the right place. You’re more interested in worldly pleasures. But remember, if you stay true to your goals, even if you slip up, you can always find your way back. If you ever desire to come back here I will go and bring you. Depart now without doubt or question.”

With those words, Seong-jin had to accept his fate and leave the place he called home, hoping one day to return.

Eventually, Seong-jin was brought trembling before the Judge Yeomna of the underworld, unable to lift his head. Soon, Yeomna’s booming voice filled the air. 

“Seong-jin, a potential successor of the Great Master Yook-kwan on Lotus Peak. What brings you to this dark realm?”

Overwhelmed with confusion and shame, Seong-jin remained silent for a long time. Finally, he mustered the courage to speak. 

“I’ve strayed from the Great Master’s teachings and sinned gravely. Please, Judge Yeomna, punish me as you deem appropriate.”

Judge Yeomna replied with authority, “Stand aside and wait for my decision.”

Seong-jin moved to a corner, his body shaking, surrounded by sinners waiting for their judgment. Shortly after, Judge Yeomna began questioning a group of women.

“What have you done?” he asked sternly.

“We are maidens from the Southern Peak, servants of Queen Wee. Returning from an errand, we playfully teased a monk on a bridge. Our actions displeased Queen Wee, leading to our banishment here. We humbly beg for your mercy, Judge Yeomna.”

Seong-jin’s eyes widened in recognition; these were the eight fairies from the bridge.

“You fairies, tasked with upholding celestial order, stooped to mortal folly?” Yeomna rebuked.

“We regret our actions, Judge Yeomna,” they answered remorsefully.

Then, Judge Yeomna, with a commanding gesture, summoned nine messengers. 

“Take these nine and scatter them into the mortal world,” he ordered.

As soon as he had barely finished speaking, a massive wind began to blow. It was so powerful that it swept him and the nine others up into the air. They were scattered in different directions, like leaves caught in a storm. Seong-jin felt as if he was flying for an eternity until he abruptly landed in an unfamiliar place.

When the wind finally stopped, Seong-jin looked around. He was in a valley surrounded by hills, with a clear stream flowing nearby. He could see a small village with bamboo fences and thatched-roof houses. People nearby were talking about something incredible, 

“Sir Yang’s wife, who is over fifty, is going to have a baby. That’s amazing, but the baby hasn’t been born yet. Everyone’s getting a bit worried.”

Then, a messenger approached Seong-jin and explained, “This is Suju township in Hoi-nam county in Cho region, from the Tang Dynasty. You’ll be reborn here, your past life ending. Sir. Yang, who lives here, is going to be your father, and madam Yoo is your mother. You’re going to start a new life here. Do you understand? My task is done. I must leave. Enter quickly and seize this opportunity.”

Inside one of the houses, Sir. Yang was sitting quietly, holding prayer beads. In the front yard, maids were preparing some kind of herbal medicine. From another room, they could hear madam Yoo’s groans of labor.

“Now’s your chance, quickly go in,” urged the messenger, pushing Seong-jin forward. 

“Save me, save me!” stumbling and disoriented, Seong-jin cried out, but his voice came only as an infant’s wail.

“Waa, waa, waa.”

“The mistress has borne a son, a joyous occasion indeed!”

“The baby boy looks very healthy!” announced the maids.

Sir. Yang, beaming, couldn’t contain his joy. A straw rope was promptly hung across the room’s entrance to ward off evil spirits, and the household burst into celebration. 
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First love, Chae-bong
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When So-yu was a baby, he was just like any other kid. He cried when he was hungry and became quiet when he was full. As a tiny baby, he still had memories of life on Lotus Peak, but as he grew up and felt his parents’ love, those memories faded away. His father named him So-yu. 

“This child has indeed come from the heavens that he is so handsome and smart.” 

He thought So-yu was really special. 

In no time at all, So-yu grew into a ten-year-old boy. His face was as smooth as jade, and his eyes sparkled like the stars of the morning. His strength was solid and his mind pure and bright, truly marking him as a Superior Man. 

One day, Sir Yang said to his wife,

“I’m not originally from this world. I’m a Taoist god and guardian of Bong-nai mountain. My life here with you, living as a mortal, has been because of you. My friends from Bong-nai mountain have been calling me back, but I stayed for all the struggles and hardships you faced. But now, things are different. We have this incredibly talented son, a real standout, someone you can lean on. He’s going to bring you riches and honor, especially as you get older. So, with him here, I feel it’s time for me to return to my magical origins.”

All of the sudden, Sir Yang’s magical friends appeared. They rode on white dragons and blue cranes and took him away to the faraway hills. So-yu’s mother, Madam Yu, was devastated because she didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye to her husband. Holding So-yu tightly, she couldn’t stop her tears. They received a letter or two from him, but he never returned.

After his father left, So-yu, by now, a 15-year-old boy, took great care of his elderly mother. He wasn’t just any ordinary teenager. He was strong, smart, and kind-hearted. With a love for learning everything from the stars to ancient writings, he was admired by everyone in his village.

One day, So-yu shared a big dream with his mother. 

“Mother, when my father went up to the mountain, he left the family’s honor in my hands. The Government Examinations are coming up in the capital, Chang’an. It’s my chance to do something really big. Can I go try my luck?” So-yu asked his mother.

Madam Yu was a bit worried about how far he had to travel, but she could see how much it meant to him. 

“I believe in you,” she said, “go ahead, but be careful.”

So-yu set off on his adventure with just a limping donkey and a young helper. As they traveled, he enjoyed the beautiful scenery, stopping here and there to explore interesting places. One day, So-yu stumbled upon a stunning sight. It was a small house surrounded by willows, creating a scene like something from a fairy tale. 

“Wow
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