The expanded edition of “Land of Exile” takes a brilliant, but very slightly dated anthology, and with an infusion of only four new stories, not only maintains the outstanding nature of the original volume, but also brings it starkly into the new millennium. The addition of these four stories substantially broadens the brief of the anthology as they expand both the narrative styles of the collection as well as extending the geography of exile which constitutes the main theme of the collection. 

A reader of the first edition of this book might have been forgiven for assuming that all Korean fiction is about exile. There was a tension between the anthologies’ tight focus on exile and realism, and its self-proclaimed status as “the standard English-language anthology of post-1945 Korean short fiction.”
 The editors peripherally noted as much in the Introduction, admitting that they “do not deny the occasional extra-realistic currents in Korean fiction.”
  Nonetheless, they asserted they had not included it. These passages of the introduction, oddly, have not changed in the current edition, but the four stories added to the anthology have substantially changed its character nonetheless. It is still certainly about exile, but it is also about much more. It has become a book that contains the Korean exilic experience and much of the larger human experience.

“Land of Exile” prominently features three issues subsidiary to exile. First, collaborators stud these works and while collaborators might well be defined as exiles in one sense, they are also a particular and protean kind of exile. Next, there is a consistent theme of cyclicality – most of these tightly drawn dramas suggest that they are only showing one turn of the wheel, but that beyond the confines of the page, the wheel will continue to turn. Finally (though this list of shared similarities is not an attempt to be exhaustive) these stories dramatically remind us that the theoretical concept of contested terrain is an ethereal version of what contested terrain can amount to in the geography of real life. Each of these stories are intensely character driven. Characters are intensely drawn and vivid and it is their integrity (even as characters of great lack of integrity) that propels these stories. And these are propulsive tales. 

The stories that were published in the previous edition remain powerful reading. They are classics of the “tight” exilic theme. 

Seoul Winter 1964 is a plotless wonder, almost existential in nature

“Land of Exile.” The story for which the collection is named, is in many ways the weakest story here. In attempting to concantenate the subplots of a sentimental old man going home to die, two instances of family betrayal, and several turns of the revolutionary wheel.

Kapitan Ri, is a clever elucidation of the character of the collaborator.

Other works even imply that anyone might become a collaborator. In “The Man Who Was Left as Nine Pairs of Shoes” the unfortunate character of the title notes that “There are times when you can do something wanted absolutely no part of, and not even realize it …Just because you haven’t cooperated [with the police] in the past doesn’t mean you won’t cooperate [with the police] in the future”

The Bronze Mirror

Boozer

It is the four new stories -- "Scarlet Fingernails" (1987) by Kim Minsuk; "The Last of Hanak'o" (1992) by Ch'oe Yun, one of Korea's premiere living writers; "Conviction" (2003) by Ch'oe Such'ol; and "From Powder to Powder" (2004) by Kim Hun  --  that

"Scarlet Fingernails" hews the closest to the traditional Korean narrative of exile, partly because its subject explicitly is exile. It is a family story, often written in a style that balances the exuberant and the tragic. Previously anthologized in XXXXX "Scarlet Fingernails" relates the story of a wife and daughter (and her husband and children) who have repudiated a ‘communist’ husband and father who defected to the North. This defection ruined their careers and the fact that he snuck back to the South to see his mother, and was promptly imprisoned, antagonizes them even more. In the happiest cyclical sense of Korean exilic fiction, however, it allows everyone a fettered but appropriate ending  
"The Last of Hanak'o" is a story of a different kind of exile and while its ending may not come as a complete surprise to a Western reader it is handled masterfully and contains one very clever aspect – they can’t let her back in – in some sense it is unclear who is exiled and who is exiler. This is the only story here set in a foreign land.

“Conviction” is positively J.G. Ballardian and playfully teases the contention of the introduction that the anthology does not contain extrareality (“Boozer” from the original edition also had surreal touches, particularly in descriptions of exteriors and in its young narrators internal narrative). The introduction argues that this story represents “a man whose mind and body are increasingly but subtly estranged,”
 and compares this work, properly, to Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.” That comparison however, surely suggests that Ch’oe’s work goes beyond specific issues of exile as understood in a Korean context and into larger issues of body and mind. “Conviction is a compelling story of a man’s death, conceived of as a struggle between water and dessication. The story weaves its web in spiders, sand, mold, the death of a childhood playmate by drowning, and a final visit to the river Styx.

The final story, “Powder to Powder” hammers the cyclical message home with bleak nihilism that is leavened by flashes of alarming humor. The cycles come to mean nothing as exile reaches everywhere into life, even into people’s souls. The story begins as the conventional (if that is fair) deathwatch of the wife of an advertising executive. As his wife dies and in the aftermath of her death, the executive focuses on his infatuation with Ch’u Únju, another employee of the company. The death scenes are harrowing, but the conclusion of the story is even more harrowing. The executive attends his wife’s cremation and the theme of cycles become mechanical and explicit as he watches:

A display:

Incineration 121: Will the bereaved please come to the observation room to receive the ashes.

Incineration 122: Cycle to end 130 PM

Incineration 123 Cycle to end 1:40 PM

Even love is reduced to a ‘mere’ cycle. Shortly after the death of the narrator’s wife, Ch’u Únju is let go by the company and by that time the narrator is removed from concern for her. More shockingly he takes Pori, his wife’s healthy dog, in to be euthanized on the basis that he will not be able to care for it and “My wife wanted it to be reborn as a human next time around.”
  Finally, with his wife’s body disposed of, his ‘dearly beloved’ Ch’u Únju gone to the United States, and Pori dead, the narrator concludes with passage that can be read as a threat, a Buddhist promise of nirvana, or simple banal evil. “That night, for the first time in a long while, I slept deeply, ever so deeply, my awareness dissipating into nothingness.”

The executive is not an exile in any traditional sense, in fact, he is too much of the world, if anything. He may be alienated, but he is far from an exile. This

As a grateful recipient of works translated from Korean, I should take a moment to praise the wonderful literary quality of this translation. The text is smooth and elegantly idiomatic. At the same time the essentially Korean nature of the works comes through in every aspect of the translation. 

---------------------------------------------------------

The only problematic part of this volume is the introduction. It is adapted from the original introduction and still has to much of that genetic material in it.

Very little blame… in many ways these characters are pushed by external forces outside of themselves. They are given

Even if these stories aren’t the “best” of Korean literature, this is an invaluable book for those interested in translated Korean literature and the editors have done a remarkable astute job choosing stories that will interest western audiences.
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