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    Born in Gwangju in 1970, Han Kang is a Korean writer who has published essays, novels, poems and novellas. She comes from a family of writers: her father Han Seung-won is a novelist, and her brother Han Dong Rim is a writer. She studied literature at Yonsei University and first saw her work published in a quarterly called Literature and Society. She now teaches creative writing at the Seoul Institute of the Arts and has won the Yi Sang Literary Prize, the Kim Yu-jeong Literary Award and the Man Booker International Prize.


    Her work often looks at the consequences of human actions, exploring peoples’ motives and both the brutality and empathy humans are capable of. These themes have been examined in her books Convalescence (2013) and Human Acts (2016), as well as in The Vegetarian.

  


  
    THE VEGETARIAN


    A DARK GLIMPSE INTO THE NATURE OF HUMANITY


    
      	Genre: novella


      	Reference edition: Kang, H. (2015) The Vegetarian. London: Portobello Books.
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    The Vegetarian was written in 2015, and was one of Han Kang’s first works to be translated into English. It follows a young woman in modern-day South Korea whose decision to give up meat results in destructive consequences for both her and her family. This disturbing but powerful novella explores what it means to be human in a world filled with violence, and the effect human appetite and desire have on those who try to reject them.


    Han Kang herself has noted how the book was influenced by the 1980 Gwangju Uprising, a student uprising which was violently put down. The incident has heavily impacted her work and interests, and her preoccupation with humanity, violence and the possibility of innocence is made clear in The Vegetarian. The second part of the novella, Mongolian Mark, won the Yi Sang Literary Prize in 2005, and was subsequently published as a part of The Vegetarian. The English translation of The Vegetarian was positively received and won the Man Booker International Prize in 2016.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE VEGETARIAN


    Han Kang’s novella The Vegetarian is split into three parts, each one told from a different perspective but always covering the actions or consequences of the decision of one character – Yeong-hye – to stop eating meat. The first part is told from the perspective of Mr Cheong, Yeong-hye's husband. He is a mediocre man with a mediocre life, and describes his wife as being completely average in every way. When he met her, she had fit into his conventional lifestyle perfectly – a docile and dutiful wife who looked after the house and made his meals while earning a minor income. Mr Cheong did not even feel much attraction towards her, believing her sister to be far more beautiful. Nonetheless, this suited him just fine. However, one morning Mr Cheong wakes up to find his wife disposing of all the meat in their house. When he demands answers, she simply tells him that she “had a dream” (p.16). Yeong-hye’s dreams depict abstract images of slaughter and bloodshed, and are the cause of both her insomnia and her disgust with any food related to animals. Furious, but unable to stop her, Mr Cheong spends the next several months attempting to both stop her new habits and justify her actions to others. Yeong-hye no longer sleeps, refuses to wear make-up and a bra, and avoids any kind of sexual activity with her husband, who eventually forces her to sleep with him.


    After a disastrous work dinner where Yeong-hye refuses to either eat or interact with Mr Cheong’s colleagues, he calls his in-laws to inform them of his wife’s sudden change in character. Horrified, her family stage an intervention. The entire meal is focused on attempting to convince Yeong-hye to eat, but the situation escalates rapidly when her harsh and hot-tempered father strikes her across the face while Mr Cheong and Yeong-ho, Yeong-hye’s brother, hold her down. He then attempts to force-feed her pork, but Yeong-hye retaliates by wrenching away from her family, grabbing a fruit knife and slicing her wrists open. Horrified, her family take her to the hospital, while Mr Cheong realises she is mentally unstable, and has been for some time. Although she recovers, Yeong-hye manages to wander away from the hospital, only to be found by her husband, bared to the waist and holding a bird in her palm, on which there is a “predator’s bite” (p.62).


    MONGOLIAN MARK


    The second part of the novella is told in the third person by In-hye’s unnamed husband, two years after the events of the first part. He works as a video artist, and dreams of filming two people, their bodies painted with vibrant flowers, having sex. Resentful of his wife, whose goodness he finds “oppressive” (p.72), he instead becomes fixated on his sister-in-law and the purple-blue ‘Mongolian mark’ on her back. Upon hearing from In-hye that it is shaped like a flower, he obsesses over the idea of painting her naked body and recording her, thus realising his artistic vision. At his wife’s request he checks up on the now-divorced Yeong-hye, and is struck by his attraction to her when he finds her alone in her apartment. That night he forces his wife to have sex with him, all the while trying to block out her face.


    After persuading Yeong-hye to model for him, he films himself sensuously painting flowers across her body, just as he desired. Deciding the film needs an accompanying piece, he convinces a young friend of his (known only as “J”) to be filmed alongside Yeong-hye in a sexually explicit video. He paints the flowers across his friend, but when he asks him to make love to Yeong-hye on camera, J refuses and leaves. Yeong-hye, however, laughingly reveals she has become aroused for the first time in years, claiming it to be because of the flowers, and not his friend. Now desperate for Yeong-hye, In-hye’s husband asks a school friend to paint the vivid flowers across his own body. He then returns to Yeong-hye’s apartment and records the two of them having intercourse. Upon waking up, he finds his wife in the apartment, having come to check up on her sister. Now believing both her sister and her husband to be mentally unstable, she calls the emergency services. Her husband contemplates committing suicide by jumping off the balcony, but is unable to move and is eventually led away by the authorities.


    FLAMING TREES


    The final part of the novella is told once more in the third person, this time from the perspective of Yeong-hye’s older sister, In-hye. Her husband having left after the incidents of the previous section, In-hye is now the sole carer for Yeong-hye, whose mind and body are rapidly deteriorating. She has been admitted to the Mount Ch’ukseong mental hospital and had initially appeared to be improving, until an incident where she wanders off and is found alone and soaking wet among the trees. In-hye, meanwhile, is struggling to support both her sister and her son as a single mother. Her own depression becomes apparent when she recalls her divorce and questions whether she could have done more to save her sister, both in childhood from their violent father, and as an adult, from Mr Cheong.


    By now Yeong-hye has regressed into a near-vegetative state, refusing to eat and instead claiming she is like the trees, needing only water and sunlight to grow. She begins to do handstands to mimic the trees that stand “with both arms in the earth” (p.153). During one visit to her sister, In-hye sees the hospital staff force-feed her just as their father had, while threatening to sedate her to prevent her from vomiting the food up. In-hye bites the nurse holding her back from her sister before having her removed from Mount Ch’ukseong. The novella ends with the sisters leaving in an ambulance, watching the trees pass through the window.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    YEONG-HYE


    Although this is a book about Yeong-hye’s actions and the consequences they have on both her and her family, it is difficult to call her the protagonist. The closest we come to hearing her own thoughts is through the flashes of her dreams in the first part of the novella, which emphasise the extent to which the dreams take over her life: Yeong-hye becomes overshadowed by the words of her nightmares, which begin to dictate her waking life too. While Yeong-hye’s actions are the catalyst for the rest of the book, her significance as a character is dependent on how others perceive and react to her, rather than the ways in which she is allowed to define herself.


    Considered “completely unremarkable in every way” (p.10) by her husband, our first description of Yeong-hye is of an entirely average woman. Of a “middling height; bobbed hair neither long nor short” (ibid.), she has no distinguishing features or characteristics. Until her decision to become a vegetarian, the only thing Mr Cheong considers worth noting is her dislike for wearing a bra. In contrast to his indifference to his wife, In-hye’s husband finds Yeong-hye far more desirable than her sister, even though he admits the latter is more attractive. To him she “radiates energy” (p.71), despite her dull clothing and blunt way of speaking. It is worth noting that he compares her to a “tree that grows in the wilderness” (ibid.), which coincides with Yeong-hye’s own desire to become more plant-like. Yeong-hye's rejection of a human existence results in her bodily physically deteriorating at an alarming rate, and she soon becomes weak and fragile. In In-hye’s narrative, she is wasting away, while her mind is now “innocent like that of a child” (p.133).


    MR CHEONG


    Husband to Yeong-hye, Mr Cheong narrates the first part of The Vegetarian, and it is through him that we see Yeong-hye’s decision to stop eating meat and the immediate consequences that follow. Mr Cheong’s account is the only one told in the first person, and is unabashedly repugnant, a brutally honest account in which he shows no qualms about his opinions, which he takes to be standard. He has no awareness of how ghastly his thoughts – and later, actions – could be to anyone else; as far as he is concerned, he lives in a patriarchal household in which he is in charge, and Yeong-hye is simply there to comply with his whims. When she starts to deviate from the norms of their marriage, his life spirals out of control and he has no idea how to handle it. Although he believes that he is the one entirely in control in their marriage, as he brings in the majority of their income, he is left at a loss without his wife. Instead, he is now forced to have at least one meal in the house that is entirely vegan, and is utterly unable to stop her. It is likely this inability to stop his wife, who he thought he could control, that agitates him the most.


    We get very little physical description of Mr Cheong, only learning from In-hye’s artist husband that he has a “dry face” and “vulgar lips” (p.94). In-hye’s husband is far more concerned with Mr Cheong’s negative character being in range of Yeong-hye, which according to him would only be “insulting, and defiling, and violent” (ibid.). In-hye’s own recollections of him give a similarly negative impression of Mr Cheong – finding him to be “cold” (p.163) when she met him, she “hadn’t taken to him at all” (p.164) and her instinct was to take her sister as far away from him as possible.


    IN-HYE'S HUSBAND


    In-hye's husband is never named and so is only known through his relationship to his wife. A video artist who rarely produces any work, he is obsessed with Yeong-hye's ‘Mongolian Mark’ and the idea of filming a video of two bodies, covered with flowers, making love. Like Mr Cheong, he too projects his own ideas onto Yeong-hye, hence his disgust that she could be defiled by someone as “insulting” (p.94) as her husband. He exploits both her mental state and her body, using the deterioration of her mind to fulfil his desires regarding his work. He also has his own moments of sexual violence, just like Mr Cheong, when his desire for Yeong-hye pushes him to rape her sister, before he forces himself on Yeong-hye too, prior to filming the erotic scene he desired to create. Like her husband, he too places his own agenda on her body, only seeing her for what she represents to him rather than as a person in her own right.


    Although he appears to try to be something of a free spirit, his obsession with his work and his sister-in-law result in him neglecting his family. He and In-hye only bother to keep their marriage alive for the sake of their child, when in reality he feels overwhelmed by just how virtuous his wife is, particularly when he desires her sister more.


    IN-HYE


    In-hye is Yeong-hye’s older sister, and is central to the final part of the novella. Considered more beautiful than her sister by Mr Cheong, she is a self-made woman who owns a make-up store and brings in a larger income than her artist husband. Her husband is repeatedly put off by how good a person she is, always feeling “vaguely dissatisfied” (p.71) with her, despite how thoughtful and kind she is – to him, her “goodness is oppressive” (p.72). She is without question the most empathetic and caring character in the book, and by the end is looking after both her child and her sister, now as a single mother. Unlike the other narrators, In-hye is also the only one who truly feels regret for how she has used Yeong-hye for her own advantage in the past; much of In-hye’s narrative is spent recalling their childhood and wishing she had been less cowardly in
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