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“Jabberwocky” in Korean

Dafna Zur

While translations of  children’s literature from other languages began to 
appear in Korean magazines for young readers already in the early 1900s, 

the translations of  Lewis Carroll’s masterpieces prove a striking exception. One 
adaptation of  Alice in Wonderland 
1930s under the title , but a full Korean translation of  Alice in 
Wonderland 
born in 1912 in the Northern part of  the peninsula around the time of  Japan’s 
colonization of  Korea. Like many young intellectuals, Han was educated in Japan, 
and after the liberation of  the peninsula following the defeat of  the Japanese in 

Through the Looking-Glass was not translated into Korean until the 1970s. The 

of  Through the Looking-Glass appeared. Since then, at least two dozen translations 
have been published in South Korea.

was based on Martin Gardner’s annotated volume from 1960. There, the 
“Jabberwocky” poem appeared, unreversed. When Alice says to herself, “That’s 
right! This is a book from the Mirror World! If  I hold it up to the mirror, the words 
will come back to me right side up,” (35) the reader has no visual cue to reinforce 
her confusion. In his translation, Ch’oe translated the verbs and adjectives into 
Korean, but left Carroll’s nouns mostly intact while relying on Gardner’s notes to 

The sun was setting when the slithery and restless toves 
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scratched and dug ‘round the mountain bend.
The pathetic, slender borogove birds screeched 
as did the raths that had lost their way. (35)

While Ch’oe rendered many of  Carroll’s nonsense words meaningful in Korean, 
he employed onomatopoeia to recreate the experience the text’s less conventional 

illustrations used in this translation were by John Tenniel, although their source 
was not acknowledged on the cover page.

opening stanza of  “Jabberwocky” in Korean. Unlike the 1992 translation, Son 
does not rely on footnotes, but she used in-text parentheses to explain words she 
left in the original such as toves, borogoves, and raths. Like Ch’oe before her, Son 
translated many of  the words so as to make them semantically meaningful, but her 

“All mimsy were the borogoves” as “pathetic and slender borogove birds,” Son 
wrote “The borogoves were depressed, the lot of  them.” Son contributed her 

on the whole she translated the Jabberwocky as an entirely coherent poem. This 
translation also carried John Tenniel’s “Jabberwocky” illustrations.

illustrations. Here too, the “Jabberwocky” poem appears mirrored. Her 
translation is laid out in a single page in two columns, at the end of  which the 

Jubjub, and Bandersnatch. In her translation she describes toves as “gentle and 
sleek,” and borogoves as “pitiable.” She translates “raths” as “Ssukssaek pigs,” 

“hoekheok.” And while previous translators left, “Callooh! Callay!” in its original, 
Kim domesticates this triumphant cry into a common Korean exclamation, 
“Yaho! Yaho!” (29).

are interesting in the way they come up with their own play on words. Kim 
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the sword (“Bop’al k’al”).

Hwang changed “tumtum” to “T’ingt’ing” and “Callooh Callay” to “K’yaho! 

that follows the poem explaining that Carroll deliberately intended for many of  
the words to make no sense.

Finally, two recent translations from 2015 and 2019 make bold wordplay 

“brillig,” “songp’ang” is “gimble,” “nokdwae” is “raths,” and “ech’wi hwithwit” 

renders “vorpal” as “large,” and “galumphing” as “hopping.” In her 2019 

for “brillig” and “kubulssang” for “mimsy.” Neither translator follows with a gloss 
or explanation of  their choices.

None of  the Korean translations carry an original illustration of  the 
Jabberwock. Of  the dozens of  translations published in the last three decades, 
fewer than six come with original illustrations by Korean artists and none have 
contributed an original “Jabberwocky” image. A search in the Korean online 
engine Naver reveals digital images of  the Jabberwocky that have found their way 
into video games and onto the face of  card collectibles.

It is not clear why Through the Looking-Glass appeared so late compared with 
other foreign language masterpieces that were translated into Korean in the early 
twentieth century. Judging by the degree to which the translators relied on Martin 
Gardner’s notes from the 1960s, it seems that the incomprehensibility of  the 

onomatopoeia as their innovative tool, in recent years translators seem to have 
gotten increasingly comfortable with inventing words, with ambiguities, and with 
the chaos and play that were at the heart of  Lewis’ Through the Looking-Glass.
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