Korean writing system: Adaptation and creation
Seojin Yang
The Ohio State University

The Korean writing system, Hangeul, is a delicately devised system for representing
syllable system and sounds of the Korean spoken language. One thing special about Hangeul
is that this writing system was created by King Sejong in 1443. Then how did Korean people
record their colloquial language before the creation of Hangeul? What system or tool was used
to record the sounds of Korean before the creation of Hangeul?

The answer: Before the creation of Hangeul, Chinese characters were used to meet the
written needs of the Korean people. This study focuses on two questions: One, what are the
various creative ways that the Koreans use to ‘adapt’ foreign letters to represent their native
sounds? And two, what are the strategies that the Koreans use to ‘create’ the numerous new
Sinitic graphs on their own? In addition, this study also aims to introduce how Hangeul is used
creatively to transcribe foreign sounds in modern times.

Over 2,000 years ago, during the Three Kingdom Period, Chinese characters were
borrowed and used in various ways mixed with the native Korean language. More specifically,
to represent the sounds, meanings, and grammar of colloquial Korean, whole or parts of
Chinese characters were ‘adapted’ in many forms, such as hyangchal ($3#0), idu (3238), and
gugyeol (A§R),! This is illustrated as follows.

(1) a. hyangchal (¥84L)
= % H =&
3. d  hide =

o . gee eun chun => gan bom
Native Korean : gafda) sum{da) bom j
b. idu (E58)
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Hi[| say eye #+> letters to the noble
T go mok = o mok

Native Korean : go(hada) nun
c. gugyeol (AFR)
EMIFEZAIERTF?  Isn'tit a pleasant to learn and often practice?
O% : BWBEZEFPRTF
H myun Of a
conditional clause  sentence-closing ending

thyangchal ($84L): A typical method of recording #§3k (Hyang ga), poetic songs of Shilla, during the Shilla
period (BC 57 — AD 935). Sounds/meanings of Chinese characters were borrowed and used to transcribe 3§3X.
idu ($£58): A generic term for using Chinese characters in various ways to represent Spoken Korean. The method
of idu had been broadly in use from the Three kingdom period (57 BC) to early 20" century.

gugyeol (C1§R): The way of reading Chinese sentences out by adding grammatical particles of Korean spoken
language.
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In (la), ‘AFE#& > has the meaning of ‘passed spring’ (go + spring) and the
pronunciation of ‘gan bom’ (ga + n + bom). Likewise, (1b) shows how B (gomok) is
formed by combining the sounds of & (go) and B (mok) to represent a whole new meaning
in idu. In (1c), the conditional clause B! (myun) and a sentence-closing ending Of (a) are
added to the Chinese sentence to make it easier to read aloud in spoken Korean.

In addition, new characters called guk ja B=, which refers to special characters that
are only used in Korea, were ‘created’ to supplement the Chinese script to represent the Korean
language.

(2) guk ja (E=)
val & =
H [ new =>
I suk eul => dol
Native Korean : dol sae j

A gukja character £ has a meaning of ‘stone’ from the meaning of £ and a pronunciation
of ‘dol’ from £ (dol) and £ (1 ending). As provided in (1) and (2), this study aims at
exploring various cases of ‘adaptation’ and ‘creation’ of characters with more examples and in-
depth analysis.

The creation of the Hangeul system made it possible for Korean people to represent
their spoken language almost perfectly without help of Chinese characters except for the cases
of fine distinctions of homophones. Then, a new question arises as to how foreign sounds are
represented with Hangeul in modern Korean. Are there as many ways to represent new foreign
sounds today as there were with Chinese characters in the past? Are there any new forms of
‘creation’ in representing foreign sounds?

Hangeul is an efficient system of phonograms in that Hangeul can potentially
transcribe any existing sounds of the world, within the limits of the phonological system of
Korean. Therefore, the pronunciation of many loanwords are simply and easily represented by
being transcribing them using Hangeul. However, some of foreign sounds cannot be fully
represented since there may be no matching sounds in the inventory of Korean sounds. For
example, the consonant inventory of modern Korean does not include such sounds as /r/, /v/,
and /0/. There is no alternative but to represent these sounds with similar-sounding Korean
consonants, such as the use of ‘2’, ‘H’, and ‘A ’. As in (3a), /r/ is transcribed using ‘2, since
there is no matching sound in Korean sounds inventory. Likewise, /v/ and /0/ are transcribed
using ‘=’ and ‘AA’°, which usually represent /b/ and /s/ respectively.

(3) Representation of /r/, /v/, /0/

a./t/  red [red] led [led] 4= I/, I/ > =
b./v/  vine [vam] bine [bain] Ht QI v/, /bl > H
c./6/  thin [0m] sin [simn] al 10/, Is/ > M

Recently, a new and creative way of representing foreign sounds has been broadly used
in internet language, text messages, and TV shows. People combine foreign letters and Korean
letters to represent foreign sounds which originally cannot be fully represented with Hangeul.
This creative method usually involves combining a consonant of foreign language and a Korean



vowel to form a Korean syllable. For instance, the English consonants ‘r’, ‘v’ and ‘th’ are mixed
directly with Korean vowels, as shown in (4).

(4) New Representation of /1/, /v/, /6/
a./r/  red [red] R E = >R

b./v/  vine [vain] viel H >V

c.//  thin [6m] pil M =>Th

In (4a-c), the Korean consonants ‘2’, ‘&’ and ‘A’ are replaced by ‘R’, *V’ and ‘Th’
respectively to represent the more accurate pronunciation of English words ‘red’, ‘vine’ and
‘thin’. Through this creative combination of English consonants and Korean vowels people are
able to overcome the limits of representing foreign sounds with using Hangeul alone. How
Korean speakers creatively represent foreign sounds by combining letters from foreign
languages with Hangeul is discussed with more details in the presentation, together with some
exceptional cases.

To summarize, the Korean writing system has been developed using various creative
ways to represent the colloquial Korean language. Before the creation of Hangeul, Chinese
characters were adapted to represent the sounds of Korean. Also, new Sinographs were
invented to record the sounds and meanings of the Korean language. Later, the creation of
Hangeul made it possible to record a greater range of sounds more simply and easily. However,
but some foreign sounds could still not be represented with Hangeul. Today, Korean speakers
have begun to use new and creative ways to transcribe foreign sounds using Hangeul. Thus,
this study provides an overview, with examples, of how the Korean writing system has been
developed with ‘adaptation’ of foreign characters and sounds, and the ‘creation’ of new
Sinographs with various examples.
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