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[Abstract]

Hangiil Onhae Translation as an Instrument of General Education

Ryu, Myoung-woo

(Honam University)

Hangtl, the indigenous Korean alphabet, was created in 1446 by King
Sejong and the group of scholars in his royal court. Its purpose was to provide
common people with a language system with which they would be able to
read and educate themselves. Chinese characters, the language of the ruling
yangban class, were too complicated for the common people to learn.

Thus, the leaders of the Choson dynasty were compelled to create a new
writing system out of compassion for those who were uneducated and under
privileged. In the early stages when the Hangil alphabet was just established,
its inventors wanted to find out how well it worked and whether or not it was
serving its original purpose. Consequently, they composed a national epic like
Song of Flying Dragon in Hangul, and at the same time, translated various
Chinese classics and Buddhist scriptures into Hangul, which was called
“onhae.”

The Hangil onhae was basically a word-for-word translation, and its
purpose was to provide practical and useful information to the general populace
who were unable to read Chinese texts. This onhae translation, being rather
crude, often turned out to be inadequate in conveying the meaning of source
texts. Nevertheless, it still proved to be instrumental to propagating a variety of
information and knowledge in fields such as agriculture, medicine, religion,
literature, and so on.

Before Hangll was created, Koreans had no choice but to use difficult

Chinese characters, and this situation continued to produce a gap between the
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educated and the uneducated, the privileged and underprivileged. Thus Koreans
devised a writing system called “hanja ch’ajabdp”, which uses Chinese
characters for the oral sounds of Korean words. However, even this writing
system, being arbitrary and complicated, failed to reach out to the common
people.

The onhae translation that started in the mid-fifteenth century continued to
proliferate until the end of the nineteenth century, producing a great deal of
Hangiil texts and at the same time solidifying the importance of Hangil as a
national language. In addition to that, perhaps most importantly, it contributed

to the creation of the national and cultural identity of the Korean people.

P Key Words: dnhae translation, Hangiil, Korean alphabet, King Sejong, history of
translation, hanja ch’ajabop



