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In 1596, Chosdn ambassadors Hwang Shin 351 (1560-1617) and Pak Hongjang £
501% (1558-1598) joined the ill-fated mission to Japan to invest Hideyoshi as King
of Japan and restore peace to the region. Hwang Shin’s diary is an important
historical source for the breakdown of the peace negotiations, which resulted in the
devastating invasion of 1597. The ambassadors’ diaries also give detailed accounts
of the alien country and the people who had visited such destruction on their
homeland and yet were so little understood by people in Korea. Hwang’s diary
particularly compares cultural norms and values in China, Korea, and Japan,
revealing in the process what he thought about these countries and their places in the
world.
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Introduction

The years 1595-6 were the eye of the storm in the war between Japan, Korea, and
China. An uneasy ceasefire held, as Ming China and Japan ostensibly moved towards
a settlement to end the conflict. Many people at the time believed the war was finally
coming to an end; still more hoped it was. With hindsight, we know that the fragile
peace was to collapse and a second, even more wrathful invasion would commence
the following year. But in 1596, everything was still uncertain, and all eyes turned to
the diplomatic mission to Japan which promised a final resolution. This article follows
the Choson ambassadors on their journey from Korea into the unknown, and look at
what their accounts tell us about that critical moment, as well as about Japan, Choson,
and the Ming more widely.

The diaries of the two ambassadors have both survived; those of Hwang Shin 3515
(1560-1617), t’ongsinsa 115 fifi “official Chosdn ambassador” to Japan in 1596,
alongside the diary attributed to Deputy Ambassador Pak Hongjang Fha.i+ (1558-
1598). Both Hwang and Pak were relatively high-ranking officials in the Choson court,
placing both men much nearer the political and cultural centre of their country than
any of the other authors in this book. Hwang Shin, in particular, had received a very
orthodox Neo-Confucian education, under the renowned teacher Song Hon ¥ &
(1535-1538), who had also been prominent at court. The diaries of the two men’s
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mission trace their journey from a familiar political and cultural space to a land utterly
foreign to them. Recording their reactions each step of the way, the diaries offer an
insight into how Hwang and Pak envisioned the border between Choson and Japan,
how they compared the foreign things and people they encountered to familiar Choson
and Chinese points of reference, and what they believed it meant for someone to
belong to Choson or Japan. Hwang and Pak’s accounts were then and remain now
important pieces in the puzzle for anyone trying to understand the collapse of the peace
process and Hideyoshi’s decision to order a second invasion.

Peace process 1593-1596

In Beijing, plans to expel the Japanese from Choson by force in 1592 had given way
to the pursuit of peace negotiations by 1593.! Minister of War Shi Xing £1 /& (1537-
1599) received information that Hideyoshi was in fact seeking investiture as King of
Japan and the right to send tribute missions (which represented a limited right to trade,
as tribute missions doubled as trading parties). Shi saw an opportunity to bring to a
swift end the extremely costly Eastern Campaign (as it was known in Beijing), and
arranged for his informant and self-styled Japanese expert, Shen Weijing . 1 4l
(1537-1599), to travel to Choson to begin negotiations with the Japanese in 1593.

Konishi Yukinaga /) 7§ 17 % (1555-1600), the commander who had led the
vanguard of the Japanese invasion, also began working for a negotiated end to the
conflict soon after arriving in Choson.” As for Hideyoshi, only a few months before he
had been detailing plans of moving the Japanese emperor (Goyozei 1% F% %, 1571-
1617) to the Chinese capital and installing himself (officially only the kampaku ] H
— akin to prime minister) in the Chinese trading port of Ningbo. Yet, the reality of the

! A number of factors contributed to the change in official Ming stance. The Ming army suffered from
supply shortages (particularly as the Korean campaign was not the only campaign at this time) as well
as outbreaks of disease, and the decision to pursue peace remained highly controversial in the Beijing
court. For an overview of evolving Ming policy, see Kenneth Swope, A Dragon'’s Head and a Serpent's
Tail: Ming China and the First Great East Asian War, 1592-1598 (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2009).

2 Yukinaga claimed he had been calling for a truce since the moment he arrived, but his sincerity and
urgency in doing so seems to have grown over time. According to Hwang Shin, the turning point for
Yukinaga was when he experienced the power of Ming heavy artillery at the siege of Pyongyang. Sonjo
sillok EAHE$% (Annals of the Sonjo Reign) n.d., 1596.12.21, National Institute of Korean History.
The Japanese did not have heavy artillery, only arquebuses. Kenneth Swope’s research has highlighted
how this disparity in military technology was a decisive factor in the conflict. Kenneth Swope, 4
Dragon'’s Head and a Serpent’s Tail: Ming China and the First Great East Asian War, 1592—1598
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009). Speaking to Hwang Shin, Yukinaga himself claimed
he had tried to pursue peace from when he first landed in Choson. While this may well have been a lie,
it is true that he had a vested interest in peace, as he and his family were involved in overseas trade.
Hwang Shin ¥ 18, Ilbon wanghwan ilgi H 4438 HFC (To Japan and Back Again: A Diary) n.d., 27a-
b (12.8), Kydto University Kawai Archive 5 #S K 2# & 3 JE.
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battlefield seems to have forced him to abandon his grand ambition for conquest of
China.? At a meeting in Nagoya, Hideyoshi’s representatives relayed his proposed
terms for peace, which show him seeking to establish amicable neighbourly relations
with the Ming dynasty, and a suzerain-vassal relationship with Choson.* An end to the
war seemed to be within reach, but there were several key points which remained
unresolved. Knowing this, the group of negotiators led by Shen Weijing on the Ming
side and Yukinaga on the Japanese side continued to work together in secret to filter
both the Ming and Hideyoshi’s demands so that they appeared acceptable to the other
and, inch by inch, nudge both sides towards an agreement. Shen Weijing spent
extended periods in Yukinaga’s encampments, and the group succeeded in shutting out
from their negotiations other Ming officials — even the Ming ambassador — as well as
Yukinaga’s rival Kato Kiyomasa Il #i#& IE (1562-1611) and the Choson court, which
watched with consternation and apprehension.’ Though observers on all sides were
deeply sceptical — and seemed to latterly be justified by the breakdown of the talks —
Yukinaga and the others evidently believed they had a credible chance of success.
Indeed, they quite literally gambled everything on it: Shen Weijing was ultimately put
to death for his failure, and Yukinaga narrowly escaped Hideyoshi’s wrath.

The culmination of the negotiators’ plan was an official mission from the Ming dynasty
to invest Hideyoshi as King of Japan. One of the Ming conditions for this mission had
been the withdrawal of Japanese forces from the peninsula, though even by 1596 this
still had not happened. This was one of the conditions that had been ‘filtered,” and
Shen Weijing does not appear to have put this request to Hideyoshi until later — as we
shall see. Shen and Yukinaga evidently believed that Hideyoshi would agree to order
a withdrawal if representatives of Chosdn came to pay their respects to him.® This final
requirement is what Keitetsu Genso 5t ##{ % #f (1537-1611), a Japanese monk who had

3 Takeda Mariko i /3 B.F, “Toyotomi Hideyoshi no Ajia chiri ninshiki” S FEFHEH D 7 ¥ 7 Hi#E
7 [Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s Geographical Conception of Asia], Kaiji-shi kenkyii 5% 52 5T 67
(2010).

4 Atobe Makoto B#if5, “Toyotomi seiken ki no taigai kankei to chitsujokan” % i EUME H] O *t 4h B
& & #kJ7 #i [Foreign Relations and View of the World Order during the Toyotomi Government Period]
Nihon-shi kenkyii H A< S HFF 585 (2011): esp. 77-78.

5 Key members of the negotiating group were Ming envoy Shen Weijing JEHE#S, foremost Japanese
commander Konishi Yukinaga /N/54T4%, Yanagawa Shigenobu #i)1[F8{5 (from the S 5% house of
Tsushima, near Korea), Konishi [Naitd] Joan PN 1% (a favoured vassal of Yukinaga, who had
travelled as an emissary to Beijing), as well as the monk Genso % #& (who had negotiated with Chosdn
since before the war). This group repeatedly met for long discussions. Though Hwang Shin was for a
period assigned to accompany Shen, when Shen entered Konishi’s camp, Hwang was reportedly kept
in an isolated room with a constant guard, lest he learn what was going on. He, and the Choson court,
were evidently not trusted by the negotiators to see the wisdom of their enterprise. Sonjo sillok,
1591.9.28(1).

¢ Even after the 1596 mission collapsed, the analysis of Yukinaga et al. believed that a more high-profile
emissary from Choson — specifically, one of the king’s sons — would be enough to placate Hideyoshi.
Yukinaga pleaded with Hwang to this effect. Hwang Shin, /lbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 28a-b.
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been one of the intermediaries liaising with Choson since the build up to the war,
relayed to Choson official Hwang Shin. Genso explained the mission as being to
‘thank’ Hideyoshi for his mercy in releasing King Sonjo’s two sons, who had been
taken hostage at the beginning of the war.” Leaving aside the idea of expressing
gratitude to their invader for his mercy, the Choson court had no desire to resume
diplomatic relations with Japan before extracting so much as an apology from the
country they now viewed as their mortal adversary.® Hwang Shin turned first to Ming
ambassador Yang Fangheng 15 /7 % for guidance, but Yang was concerned for his own
safety and could not care less whether Choson sent an emissary.” Shen Weijing, on the
other hand, assured Hwang all would be well, and that he would ensure the Choson
envoys were not put in any awkward situations. Ultimately, as Genso pointed out
(probably not without some satisfaction), Choson had no choice but to comply, given
that it was too militarily weak to eject the Japanese without help.!”

The Choson court thus reluctantly appointed Hwang Shin as Chief Ambassador and
Pak Hongjang as Deputy Ambassador. They were to lead a company of civilian and
military officials, including Chinese and Japanese interpreters, servants, and slaves,
numbering about three hundred in all. At the beginning of the eighth month of 1596,
the company set sail from Pusan, heading for the port of Sakai 3}, near Osaka and the
capital Kyoto, where Hideyoshi was waiting. Two diaries recording this journey have
survived, and both begin shortly before the company set sail and end when they finally
left the Japanese camp at Pusan to return to the Choson court.

7 Such was the gulf in understanding between the rulers of Choson and Japan: Hideyoshi, believing
Choson to be a vassal that had refused to obey him, would have felt he had shown lenience in releasing
his hostages, whereas for the Choson court, such a request was nothing short of an insult. The monk
Genso explained the situation to his Choson interlocutor with a ruthless — we might imagine gleeful —
pragmatism: Choson could have afforded to be self-righteously offended if it had the military force to
expel the Japanese, but given that it didn’t, it must do as instructed. He also hinted at how he and the
other negotiators would continue to creatively mediate after the war, ensuring peace regardless of what
diplomatic relationship Choson chose to hold with Japan. Sonjo sillok, 1596.1.01(3).

8 There was reluctance in the Chosdn court to sending an accompanying Choson emissary, as this would
signal a desire to repair relations. Apart from the devastation of the country, particularly the desecration
of the Choson royal tombs was seen as an important reason why Japan could never be forgiven and
diplomatic relations never resumed. From a protocol point of view, it was also seen as being potentially
very awkward for any Choson emissary once there. Shen Weijing promised to ensure they avoided
embarrassment. Ibid.

9 Hwang reports the words of a Choson official sent to ask Yang Fangheng whether a Choson emissary
should accompany them to Japan (as demanded by Shen Weijing), to which the chief ambassador replied,
“[The] matter is solely with Shen [Weijing]. I have no way of knowing how I should proceed, let alone
bothering about whether your country sends an accompanying emissary across the sea!” [ Fi 77 25 =
BRI R 1 SGER TR ANEE RN TR TR I I a2 T (Ibid.)

10 Tbid.
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Two ambassadors, two diaries
The Diary of Hwang Shin

Hwang Shin was famed for his scholarly talents: he was a changwon #k 7T, meaning
he had come first in the highest level civil service examinations (in 1588). In 1591 his
career suffered a temporary setback when he was demoted after becoming embroiled
in factional politics, but he returned to office in 1592, employed to accompany the
overall commander of Ming forces, Song Yingchang KJEE (1536-1606).!! Before
being made ambassador in 1596, Hwang had spent many months accompanying Shen
Weijing in the Japanese encampments, though for at least part of this time he was
isolated and kept under guard, lest he spy on the camp or eavesdrop on Shen and
Yukinaga’s secret meetings.'?

The diary that describes Hwang’s experiences on his voyage is known as I/bon
Wanghwan ilgi H A 1318 HC (Diary of a Journey to Japan and Back). There are two
known surviving copies of Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, both of which are manuscripts.'?
Unlike the diary of the Deputy Ambassador, the text appears to be written by Hwang
Shin himself.'"* Given the fame Hwang enjoyed for his literary talents, it would have
been odd if he had let someone else write on his behalf.

I After the embassy Hwang Shin went on to aid in the reconstruction of the southern areas, and was
commended in his work. For part of the war he accompanied the prince Kwanghaegun Y £ (1574-
1641), and this helped him gain favour during Kwanghaegun’s subsequent reign. Yi Taejin, “Hwang
Shin” ¥, Hanguk Minjok Munhwa Daebaekkwasajon (The Academy of Korean Studies, 1998).

12 Sonjo sillok, 1596.1.01(3).

13 One copy of Ilbon wanghwan ilgi H 4413 H 7L is held in the Kyujanggak archive in Seoul National
University and the other in the Kawai Archive in Kyoto University. All references to the text in this
book are to the Kawai Archive manuscript; the Kyujanggak version is available as “Ilbon wanghwan
ilgi” HAF18 HEC, in (Kugyok) Haehaeng ch’ongjae (| 7%) ¥ 1T #284), ed. Minjok munhwa
ch’uch’6nhoe (Seoul: Minjok munhwa ch’uch’dnhoe, 1974). The Kawai Archive version is one of the
documents collected by Kawai Hirotami i[5 54K (1874-1918), so it seems likely it entered Japan
around the beginning of the twentieth century. Neither of the copies have prefaces or postscripts, or
other production notes. As a result, we cannot be sure when the diary was first finalized and circulated.
A close comparison of the two copies reveals that the Kawai edition may in fact be a copy of the
Kyujanggak edition. The Kawai edition contains many more omissions and incorrect characters, and
some of these copying errors may have been caused by the way particular characters were written in
the Kyujanggak edition. This is not certain, however: it may also be that they both share a common
textual ancestor. There is one instance of the Kawai copy containing text absent from the Kyujanggak
version: the phrase “the accompanying official [i.e., Pak Hongjang] rose with me” [ FB& 2 & .
(Kawai Archive version, 16b; in (Kugyok) Haehaeng ch'ongjae, 50a.) As the Kyujanggak text is
unnatural at this point, however, this additional text may have been a correction by the Kawai version
copyist.

14 At the very least, the text it is written in the first person. An example of this is the diary entry for
Hwang Shin’s birthday, where the author describes his birthday using the humble word ch 'on 'gang 1§
[ (lit., lowly descent). Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 20a (9.15).
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Hwang’s writing was no idle hobby, but had immediate political purpose. Hwang
faced political attack almost as soon as he returned to court. His enemies objected to
the king rewarding him, when in their eyes he had failed in his mission. One of the
repeated indictments against him read as follows: “The old villain [i.e. Hideyoshi] is
fierce and wily, and repeatedly spoke rashly. [Hwang] Shin did not manage to speak
once to reprimand him, only listening to his threats and returning cowed.” & {75
HIRZREEA T2 MG AL —Fimale MEREREFZE M LR These
attacks were indicative of the kind of factional fighting that had cost Hwang his office
just a few years earlier, and the threat to his promising career may have felt real.'®

In the diary, Hwang is not able to avoid the fact that he did not have a single chance
to speak or write to Hideyoshi or indeed play any active role in the unfolding events.
Instead, the diarist employs set-piece dialogues, speeches, and poetics to counter
possible criticisms and present Hwang in a most attractive light. The Chief
Ambassador of Ilbon wanghwan ilgi is fearless in the face of danger, dutiful to the
point of a fault, and respected as courageous even by his enemies. Apart from
recording the sequence of events and the culture and society of Japan, this positive
self-portrayal is undoubtedly the primary function of the diary. This of course means
we must read Hwang’s diary with a critical eye, but provided we appreciate its
limitations, /lbon wanghwan ilgi is a valuable historical source for the breakdown of
the 1596 peace negotiations.

The Diary of Pak Hongjang

As a second diary of the same journey, Tong sa rok R %%k (Record of an Eastern
Voyage), offers a rare chance to compare and contrast with the account of events given
in /lbon wanghwan ilgi.

Tong sa rok ostensibly records the journey of Pak Hongjang, but other than whom
he met and where he slept, it gives no personal information about the Deputy
Ambassador. !’ It therefore diverges considerably from the self-promoting I/bon
wanghwan ilgi in its purpose of composition. There is only one known extant copy of
Tong sa rok, which is included with other works connected to Pak, collected under the
title Kwan 'gam nok #i/%#% (Record of That Seen and Sensed), held in the Nagoya
Castle Museum (by the site of the original castle from where Hideyoshi launched the

1S Multiple complaints were made through the Court of Remonstrations: Sonjo sillok, 1596.12.26-27.
16 Hwang had fallen foul of those in positions of power a few years earlier. Oh Hiiimun, Swaemi rok $8
JE#% (Record of a Refugee) n.d., J # (1596) 6.4, Jangseogak Royal Archives.

17 Pak was a military official, whose charge in 1596 was the Taegu K [t area. He was chosen to
accompany the civil official Hwang Shin upon the suggestion of the Prime Minister Yu Séngnyong
JKHE (1542-1607). Cho Wollae, “Pak Hongjang,” in Hanguk Minjok Munhwa Daebaekkwasajon (The
Academy of Korean Studies, 1997).
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1592 invasion).'®* A comment by Pak’s relative included in this copy of the diary
perfectly sums up how the diary contrasts with that of Hwang Shin:

The preceding Tong sa rok is the diary of my great uncle, the envoy, from the time he went
to sea. Now it is not known who the author is, but judging from the authorial voice, it must
have been the clerk in charge of records under His Excellency’s command.

As far as clear or clouded skies, wind or rain, distances and accommodation are concerned,
they are recorded in no little detail. But that it fails to record His Excellency’s words and
expressions as he was negotiating and planning, and how he awed those in the same boat
and of a different race, is most lamentable."

AR Sk AR BGE T R H R S AR R T RS Al
NN il HP2 G R ME RS SU 2 ARANRE TR AREGEREC H &
Bt A DA R B R B0 AN S HL AT

Judging by the generational difference, this commentator was probably writing in the
seventeenth century. He observes the feature that most distinguishes 7ong sa rok from
1lbon wanghwan ilgi: it records detail, but has little or nothing to say about the
greatness of Deputy Ambassador Pak. Tong sa rok is often more detailed in describing
the environment. For example, both accounts describe the island of Tsushima ¥ 55 as
in a very poor state, but Tong sa rok goes into more depth, explaining the economic
reasons behind this, and further describing the administrative districts, lifestyles of the
inhabitants, and so on.?’ Yet the ambassadors Hwang and Pak are only mentioned in
terms of where they stayed or who they met; there are no dialogues, heroics or men of
charisma. In this way, Tong sa rok acts as the perfect foil for Hwang’s Ilbon wanghwan
ilgi. For example, Tong sa rok’s more straightforward style reveals the extent to which
Hwang was editing for the purposes of “image management” when Hwang’s rigid
“going to pay respect” to a Chinese official is revealed in Tong sa rok to have been an
evening spent drinking and making merry together (all merry-making is self-censored
from Hwang’s account).?! It is also revealing that the type of personality of which
Pak’s descendant laments the absence, is precisely that embellished in Hwang Shin’s
diary: words and actions that awe friends and foes alike.

18 This manuscript edition was obtained by the Museum as late as the 1990s, and its ownership history
before that time is not known. A likely scenario is that the diary remained with the Pak family for most
of its history, then — like so many historical documents — made its way to Japan after engagement
between the two countries intensified in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Supporting
this idea are extensive additions and corrections made to the main body of Kwangam nok, which refer
to Pak Hongjang as sonjo 54 (ancestor). These are made in different hands, so may have been added
over a period of time. For example: Kwan 'gam nok #i/%#% (Record of That Seen and Sensed) n.d., Fff
$%IH T 7a, Nagoya Castle Museum Library, Saga.

19 Tong sa rok W H%$% (Record of an Eastern Voyage) n.d., 14a, in Kwan’gam nok. Nagoya Castle
Museum Library, Saga.

20 Ibid. at 3b (8.12).

2! [Ibon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 4a (8.15); Tong sa rok, 4a (8.15).
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Journey to Japan

Hwang Shin’s self-promotion begins immediately after the ambassadors set sail at
the beginning of the eighth month of 1596, setting the tone for his whole account of
the mission. In waters between Tsushima and Ikinoshima & If; &, the ships were
caught in a violent storm. According to //bon wanghwan ilgi, under the force of the
wind the ropes on the sails were ready to break and the ship leaned almost to the point
of capsizing. The ship leapt and fell like a galloping horse. All aboard were terrified.
All, that is, except Chief Ambassador Hwang. In the midst of spray falling on the deck
“like rain,” Hwang Shin composed an oath to the sea: a prayer to the spirit of the sea
in a style of Classical Chinese that makes use of parallel couplets. Soon after he had
finished it and tossed it into the water the wind is reported to have subsided.

The text of the oath read as follows:

I, Ambassador of Choson, dare to make a declaration to the Spirit of the Eastern Sea:

In the dog and tiger-filled thickets, I served two years; above the sea dragon’s lair I now
sail in the eighth month’s raft. That I am willing to give my life in duty, [ bow and pledge.
For I have been born into times of turmoil, and as one sworn to the service of the state,
trials and tribulations, many have I tasted. Yet be it in the provinces or the barbarian lands,
only the loyal and sincere are fit to serve. Sure in my unfailing loyalty, I can vow by the
heavens without shame. While carrying out my four-thousand-mile mission, I have not
once dared wince from hardship; my thirty years of self-cultivation, may they serve me
this day. [For] what are the unsettled affairs of the king are also the rightful duty of his
servant.

Spreading the sails I make for the distant Land of the Sun. If it would secure the royal
house and benefit the country, then I will not refuse even death; if [ were to disgrace the
mission entrusted me and fall into dishonour, then of what good would be life?

May his Divine Holiness look down and bear witness to my sincerity; and may these words
be not false. Heaven is all knowing; should I be lax in but one thought, let the spirits strike
me down. All this I submit in reverence.*?

FAEIR A AR BRI SR 2wl ARDASE R e b BERF 4R 2 8 e SO\
R B RERE S H fEE B8 RS R W ERSt SErm PR e 2R A&
M HLEESE AT P8k A SR AN AT BT AR DY T BT 2R =

22 “Two years” refers to his accompanying Shen Weijing to live in the Japanese encampments. “Eighth
month’s raft” J\ H #%: this simultaneously refers to the actual month they sailed and the legendary raft
of the same name, which went to the stars. “The provinces or barbarian lands”: this sentence is a
reference to Lunyu #mat (The Analects, traditionally attributed to Confucius), and the translation
attempts to explain the context of the passage. “Four thousand miles” I H: “mile” here is used to
translate “7i”, a much shorter unit of distance. This is likely a reference to serving the length of the
country and beyond, as Choson was considered to stretch for three thousand #i. “Land of the Sun™: a
play on “Japan” H A, which can be translated as “Land of the Rising Sun.” Divine Holiness % &F:
Hwang is addressing the highest of the gods in the pantheon of folk religion.
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TR EESHA B EEZREE] MR 2L B R & H R e %
A BE B AEE Nl w2k B LR i ARBH S BT BE VLA SR S AN KA
Al — S BRI G

It is perhaps not surprising that while relating this dramatic event the diary fails to
mention that Hwang in fact suffered badly from sea sickness — it is questionable
whether he was upright let alone composing poetic couplets. >* Hwang’s grand
pronouncement, sworn to Heaven and proved authentic by the weather’s response, is
a statement of both Hwang’s courage and sense of duty. Within the diary, it sets the
scene for Hwang to face the dangers of the mission; beyond the diary, it declares him
fit for high office.

The difference in style between Ilbon wanghwan ilgi and Tong sa rok is vividly
demonstrated by the matter-of-fact entry of the latter for the same day’s voyage: “Set
sail at dawn. Arrived at Ikinoshima at dusk.”*

Hwang’s composition was not just a literary flourish contained within the diary: the
text of “Oath to the Sea,” along with the dramatic story of its acceptance by the spirits
of the sea, spread quickly around Chosdn on his return and caused a stir.2° Later
histories also continued to quote it.?” This was a self-confident declaration from a
literary and political rising star.

Osaka and Hideyoshi’s wrath

Despite sailing all the way to the adjacent port of Sakai, Hwang and Pak never
actually reached Osaka, and never managed to meet the infamous Hideyoshi, who had

23 Character missing in Kawai manuscript, present in Kyujanggak version. Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d.,
Sa-6a (8.25).

24 Oh Huimun reveals that Hwang had always suffered from sea-sickness in his entry made before the
embassy set sail. (Oh Hilimun, Swaemi rok, P4 H(1596) 6.4.) The entry in llbon wanghwan ilgi for the
first part of the voyage also describes in detail how one is so violently sick that any medicines promised
to be of use are no help at all, as one is in no condition to swallow them — but all this is related in terms
of the experience of those on board and general advice, with no mention of the Chief Ambassador
himself suffering particularly.

% Tong sa rok, 5a (8.25).

26 The Amended Annals of King Sonjo’s reign (Sonjo sujong sillok EH4& IE & #%), which were written
some time after the war, include the incident and the text, and record that ‘the people of the country
passed on and recited® the text. The popularity of the text could be considered a later exaggeration (from
a source which highly praised Hwang Shin), but other evidence suggests it was indeed widely celebrated.
A copy of the text can also be found scribbled on the back page of the 1596 volume of Oh Hlimun’s
diary, and Oh notes the story of nearly avoided danger that came with the ode. Oh Hiimun, Swaemi rok,
“TA HH(1596) Fft$%.”

27 Hwang’s oath and the story of its telling was immortalized in later tales of the war, including the
popular semi-fictional account Imjin nok T:J% &% (Record of the Imjin Year), which circulated in both
Classical Chinese and vernacular versions. Tansil kosa £+% J& = (the Vermillion Recluse), Imjin nok
n.d., v. 5 12a-b “IE{E M FH PEAP AR N HZA,” Jangseogak Royal Archives.
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ensconced himself there. On the 18th day of the intercalary eighth month, they sailed
into the harbour at Sakai (which today is encompassed in the Osaka area). It was a
sunny day, and a fanfare played as the two Ming ambassadors and a Japanese
delegation led by Yukinaga came to meet the ships. The pomp and ceremony was not
for the Choson ambassadors, but for the Ming Imperial edict which they had been
escorting.?®

Hwang Shin describes in detail how, after he and Pak Hongjang had performed the
appropriate ritual bowing to the two Ming ambassadors at Yang Fangheng’s
accommodation, they insisted on following Shen Weijing to his accommodation to
again bow to him there, despite Shen saying this was unnecessary. This show of
conscientious propriety is typical of Hwang’s account, and sits in contrast with Pak’s
diary, which omits the later visit to Shen’s accommodation — leaving us to doubt
whether it ever took place.? The author of Tong sa rok is more interested in describing
his environment; he was clearly impressed by what he saw on arriving in Sakai:

Tall buildings and planked houses extend wall-to-wall for more than ten 7i [2.5 miles],
totalling almost ten thousand. Due to the previous earthquake, some among them were
damaged and have not been repaired. Apparently countless people and animals died. In
the market the goods shine and glitter, catching the eye; it cannot be known how many
millions of different kinds there are.*
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The diarist here does not hide his wonder at the spectacle of flourishing trade they
encounter on arrival in Japan.

It was due to the devastating earthquake shortly beforehand that Fushimi fk .
Castle, where Hideyoshi had planned to receive the ambassadors, could no longer be
used. This was a devastating earthquake with its epicentre very near the castle, and
news of it even reached people in Choson.?! Nevertheless, soon after their arrival they
heard that Hideyoshi felt this need not delay his meeting with them:

28 JIbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 8b (4 8.18).

29 Such differences in the diaries continue throughout, beyond what is mentioned here.

30 Tong sa rok, 9a (4 8.19).

31 The quake was only one of a number in the west of Japan over a few days; it’s now estimated to have
been of magnitude 7.25-7.75. see Matsuda Tokihiko #2 FHRFE, ““Yochii dansd’ no saikento” [ ZyE
=WrjE | O FAMES [A Re-Evaluation of Precaution Fault Zones], Katsudanso kenkyii 1% Wi J& i 7%,
(1996): 1-8. The diarists record news of devastation coming from different quakes and experience some
themselves on their journey. See, for example, Tong sa rok, 7b ([ 8.12). Oh Hiiimun heard of a large
earthquake killing “tens of thousands” of Hideyoshi’s soldiers (certainly an exaggeration), and joined
with Hwang Shin and others in proposing that this was Heaven’s revenge for their injustice of Japan’s
actions. Swaemi rok, TN F1(1596) 9.02.
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Yukinaga and the others returned from the capital [Kyoto] and reported: ‘The Kampaku
[Hideyoshi] is ecstatic to hear that the ambassadors have arrived. He will not wait for
another hall to be built, and will meet with the Celestial Ambassadors and the [Choson]
ambassadors on the 2nd day of the ninth month.
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While we may suppose that some of Hideyoshi’s exuberance was the exaggeration of
the messengers, the proposed meeting is indeed arranged for only a week later, and
news came of Hideyoshi having returned to Osaka within just a few days.>® Yet,
according to I/bon wanghwan ilgi, the very next day after he arrived in Osaka (29th),
his attitude towards Choson and its officials was being reported in very different terms:

[Yanagawa] Shigenobu summoned Pak Taegiin [the interpreter] and told him: ‘just now
Yukinaga, [ Terazawa Hirotaka], and the others returned from Hideyoshi’s quarters saying
that the Kampaku had said:

“In the beginning [ wanted passage to China and Choson would not act as an intermediary.
Then after it had come to armed conflict, Shen [Weijing] wanted to reconcile the two
countries but Choson remonstrated to the Ming in the strongest terms that it must not be
allowed. Choson consistently spoke against Shen [Weijing], thinking him to be in league
with Japan. The departure of Celestial Ambassador Li [Zongcheng] also goes back to
Choson’s scaremongering. Once the ambassadors had crossed the sea, Choson was
unwilling to send officials with them, taking their time and only now arriving. Furthermore
they did not send a prince. In every matter they have slighted me severely. I cannot allow
an audience to the envoys who have come. I will first meet with the Celestial Ambassadors,
and keep the Choson ambassadors here. I will only grant them an audience after writing
to the Ministry of War and investigating their reasons for being late.”*
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It is not clear whether Hideyoshi changed his mind over the intervening days, or
whether the Choson ambassadors’ hosts had simply withheld news of Hideyoshi’s

32 Tong sa rok, 9a (F 8.23).

3 Ibid.

34 Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 10a-b (F 8.29). ‘Celestial Ambassador Li’ refers to Li Zongcheng 2252
3§, (dates unknown), the originally appointed envoy who suddenly abandoned his mission in unclear
circumstances.
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displeasure until this point.>> We must be highly cautious in reading the reported

statements of Yukinaga and the group around him, as we know that their diplomatic
efforts had always been built on filtering and manipulation of messages. Some of the
reasoning they relay here may well be their own. Yet, the core theme here of Hideyoshi
feeling he had not been sufficiently respected is credible, fitting with what we know
of Hideyoshi and the course of events.

The background to this cool reception for the Choson ambassadors was that
Hideyoshi had long believed Choson to be a vassal of Japan.?® The S6 5% house of
Tsushima and others had conspired to maintain a pretence of Choson submission, in
an attempt to avoid disruption of the trade with Chosdon upon which Tsushima’s
economy depended. From 1592, Choson had of course attempted to resist the Japanese
army as it headed for China, making the Choson king a rebellious vassal in Hideyoshi’s
eyes. Hideyoshi was a man who had risen to dominance out of the Japanese civil war
by effectively utilizing threat and reward to win vows of allegiance from his would-be
rivals; disobedience from vassals was not something he could afford to countenance,
nor was he so inclined.’” Therefore, while Hideyoshi appears to have been eager for
recognition from the Ming emperor as something which bolstered his prestige,
Choson’s continued ‘insubordination’ incensed him. 3

Yanagawa Shigenobu #lJ11515 (d. 1605), the messenger cited above, was part of
the group around Yukinaga and belonged to the house of SO of Tsushima, which so
relied on trade with Choson. It was in this group’s interests to placate Hideyoshi
regarding Choson and complete the peace settlement. They had evidently believed it

35 Shigenobu presented it as a sudden, unexpected change that threatened to derail their plans at the last
moment. Ibid.

36 Citing the missionary Luis Frois’ observations, Atobe argues that Hideyoshi not only expected that
Choson should be, but actually thought that Choson was already, a vassal of both the Ming and Japan.
Atobe Makoto, “Toyotomi seiken ki no taigai kankei to chitsujokan” £ Fi BUME ] D 3} 4R & BE 7
#, Nihon-shi kenkyi HAS 7T 585 (2011): 75-78. Sajima also provides a convincing analysis
pointing to Hideyoshi treating Choson as a vassal. Sajima Akiko 14 5 ¥8 ¥, “Hideyoshi’s View of
Choson Korea and Japan-Ming Negotiations,” in The East Asian War: International Relations, Violence,
and Memory, ed. James Bryant Lewis (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2015).

37 On Hideyoshi’s tactics in relation to his treatment of his vassals and by extension Choson, see Sajima
Akiko, “Hideyoshi’s View of Choson Korea and Japan-Ming Negotiations” ; Mary Elizabeth Berry,
Hideyoshi (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1982).
Hideyoshi’s desire for respect and recognition also appears to have been one of the motivations for the
initial invasion.

38 There is a strong argument that recognition from the Ming was in fact what Hideyoshi wanted above
all else. While the gold seal of “King of Japan” was something, at the Nagoya negotiations his team
pressed hard for a Ming princess. Hideyoshi maintaining a foothold in Choson was a bargaining chip
with which to demand more from the Ming, and the fact that he did not receive more must have
contributed to his subsequent rage. A Japanese monk reportedly argued thus: “The eight provinces of
Choson do not compare with the golden seal of the Ming... [land], gold or jewels are not what
[Hideyoshi] desires; what he seeks is only to establish his reputation for eternal posterity.” i [E J\ iE&
BABKWZ G ED MR B G SRR R AE R PAR . MEE D) 44 2 5 A3 i K. Quoted in

Atobe, “Toyotomi seiken ki no taigai kankei to chitsujokan,” 72-74.
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was possible to satisfy him with an emissary, but Hideyoshi seems to have become
more and more angry at Choson’s apparently disrespectful behaviour.* This caused a
problem, as from the Ming-Choson standpoint, securing the withdrawal of Japanese
troops from Choson had originally been both the goal and prerequisite of Hideyoshi’s
investiture; as Shigenobu put it, “the Celestial Court investing the Kampaku is not for
the Kampaku’s sake, but solely to save Choson.”*’ While angry with Chosdn,
Hideyoshi was unlikely to agree to withdraw and “let them off” without punishment,
yet Ming ambassadors Yang and Shen could not afford to leave without securing a
withdrawal.

The final explosion of this tense situation is recorded in Hwang’s diary as coming
several days after Hideyoshi accepted investiture as “King of Japan” from the Ming
ambassadors. Only after much worrying and urging on the parts of Yukinaga’s group
and the Choson ambassadors did Shen Weijing finally broach withdrawal of Japanese
forces from Choson with Hideyoshi. Fearing a face to face encounter, Shen wrote a
letter, which Yukinaga and others took to him in Osaka on the 6™ day of the ninth
month.*! According to this account, it was Hideyoshi’s fury on receiving this letter that
ended official negotiations, and doomed the region to another year of bloody warfare.

Hwang and Pak received the ominous news in the middle of the night, relayed once
more by Shigenobu.*> The words Hideyoshi is quoted as having said in his burst of
fury at this time, through Hwang’s reporting, came to be known far and wide in both
Choson and Ming China. Hwang quotes Shigenobu as having said:

The Kampaku became furious, saying: “As for the Celestial Court, given that it has already
sent envoys to invest [me], I tolerate it for the time being. Yet Choson is as disrespectful
as this! There can be no peace now. How can we discuss withdrawal just when [ am in a
mind to fight? The Celestial Ambassadors also need not tarry long. Have them set sail
tomorrow. You can also order the Choson ambassadors to leave. Meanwhile I will start
mobilizing forces to go to Choson this winter.”

¥ Immediately after the earthquake had struck, Yukinaga’s rival Katd Kiyomasa, who had been
somewhat sidelined, returned to Hideyoshi’s side. Atobe postulates that it was Kiyomasa, whispering
in his ear, that brought Choson’s “insolence” to Hideyoshi’s attention and roused him to anger. It was
certainly Kiyomasa who benefited from Hideyoshi’s decision to re-invade, as he led the campaign (with
all the spoils and rewards that entailed). Hwang’s account seems to support this hypothesis, when he
reports (see below) Shigenobu as saying “if Kiyomasa has his way...” Kiyomasa would have understood
what Hideyoshi wanted as well as anyone; he is reported as telling the Korean monk Yujong HEEL (1544-
1610) that Choson sending Hideyoshi a prince would be enough to placate him (corroborating
Yukinaga’s same claim to Hwang). Atobe, “Toyotomi seiken ki no taigai kankei to chitsujokan.”

40 JIbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 12b (9.4).

41 Ibid. at 14a (9.6).

42 Ibid. The entries in Tong sa rok for these critical few days have been lost, as the original diary was
damaged over time (before it was copied into Kwangam nok). For the 6th day of the ninth month, all
that is left is — tantalisingly: “the Kampaku said, ‘Choson...”” Tong sa rok, 10a.
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He has also apparently summoned Kiyomasa to discuss plans. If Kiyomasa has his way,
then things will go badly. Yukinaga and all of us will be dead in no time.*
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The news that Hideyoshi would launch another invasion confirmed the worst fears of
the Choson ambassadors, and seems to have devastated Shigenobu and the other
Japanese working for peace, with Yukinaga reportedly considering suicide upon seeing
four years of tireless effort crumble before his eyes.** Yukinaga likely also feared for
his life: the Portuguese observer Luis Frois (1532-1597) wrote that Hideyoshi was
positively apoplectic with rage.*’

With Hideyoshi demanding the immediate departure of both Ming and Choson
ambassadors, both groups had no choice but to make preparations for a swift return
home. Not delivering the letter from King Sonjo that was entrusted to him meant
Hwang could be accused of failing in his mission.*® In Ilbon wanghwan ilgi we
therefore find dialogues with both Yang and Shen, where the two Choson ambassadors
explain their predicament and express their wish to die, only to have their position
comprehensively defended by the Chinese officials.*’

43 “Tolerate it for the time being” Il ZLfif : the object of endurance has been interpreted in different
ways. Later texts wishing to portray Hideyoshi as unhappy with the investiture itself interpret it as
putting up with the investiture. Given that all other reports in the diary indicate Hideyoshi was happy
about the Imperial Ambassadors coming, however, it seems more probable he was “putting up with”
the Ming, precisely because they sent him envoys of investiture. He was choosing to overlook the
Ming’s defiance of him in Choson and refusal of his other earlier requests, because he appreciated that
they were giving him recognition. Trying to make the investiture itself the object of endurance is also
an awkward reading of this sentence, as the investiture is provided as the reason for choosing to “endure.”
1lbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 14a-b (9.6).

4 Ibid. at 152 (9.6).

4 Luis Frois, was a Portuguese missionary who stayed in Japan from 1563 to 1597. By his account
Hideyoshi ©’. Cited in Samuel Jay Hawley, The Imjin War: Japan's Sixteenth-Century Invasion of Korea
and Attempt to Conquer China (Seoul; Berkeley: Royal Asiatic Society, Korea Branch; Institute of East
Asian Studies, University of California, 2008), p. 419.

46 Indeed, when the king interviewed him on his return, Hwang began by saying that he deserved death
for failing his mission due to his own incompetence. The king responded to this humility kindly, saying
it was not his fault. Sonjo sillok, 1596.12.21.

47 A corresponding entry in Tong sa rok indicates that Hwang and Pak did indeed visit the Chinese
ambassadors on that day, and it may be that the conversation followed a line similar to that in //bon
wanghwan ilgi, yet it seems likely such dialogues were set-pieces arranged by Hwang to justify himself.
Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 16a-17a (9.8); Tong sa rok, 10a (9.8).



The Eye of the Imjin Storm —Chosoén ambassadors’ accounts 123
of the failed peace mission to Japan

Return from Japan

Hwang and Pak would have set off from Sakai with fearful and heavy hearts. Not
only had they failed in their mission, but another devastating invasion of their country
loomed. On top of this, Shen Weijing and their Japanese escort attempted to prevent
them from sending word of what had happened ahead to Choson. The Ming
ambassadors had immediately dashed off a report claiming a kowtowing Hideyoshi
had gratefully accepted his investiture, and concealing his subsequent wrath*®

While they would have been anxious, waiting for an opportunity to send their urgent
report, the return journey was a chance for the two diarists to observe the different
places and people which they were once again passing. In both diaries there are
fascinating glimpses of their impressions.

Attitudes towards Koreans in Japan

When the Choson ships were due to depart on the 9th day of the ninth month, Hwang
records how many of the Koreans who had been captured and taken to the islands as
slaves crowded around the vessels, watching their last hope of return disappear:

Earlier, when the ambassadors first arrived at Sakai harbour, men and women of our
country who had been abducted all rushed to come and see them ... All the Japanese
generals also regularly sent boys they had abducted to see the ambassadors, always saying
that once the negotiations were completed, they could go back with the ambassadors.
When they heard that the ambassadors were readying to depart, some gave money for the
journey and sent [the boys]; gradually they came to the ambassadors’ lodgings, awaiting
boarding of the ships.

At this point, each of the Wae masters heard that the peace process had failed, and that
there would be fighting again. They then went back on their word, and all those that had
come to the lodgings were recalled. Only twenty or so men and women, including the
daughter of Kim Yongch’6n, came together on the luggage ship.

When the ambassadors were boarding the ships, countless men and women of our country
followed howling and weeping. There was not a dry eye among the whole company. The
ships did not depart, and [we] slept on board.*
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48 A copy of the Ming ambassadors’ report from Japan is recorded in Sonjo sillok, 1596.12.7(5).
49 Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 20a-b (9.9).
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Tong sa rok gives only a minimalist account of the company’s movements for this
period, having given more detail on meetings with Koreans during the outward journey.
When the party arrived at Nagoya, Tong sa rok records that they met abducted Koreans
in person:

Men and women who had been forcibly taken, longing for home, came from near and far
in their hundreds and thousands. But the villains kept them imprisoned without release.
Some of them would hear my voice and come crying; it was so terrible one could not meet
eyes with them. Those that had been taken captive as children were fluent in the barbarian
tongue, and could not understand our language. It is truly tragic.*
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Both diarists are plainly moved by the plight of those forced into slavery in an
unknown land. It is interesting that the Tong sa rok diarist seems to have found the
cruelty of these Koreans being kept far from their homeland more upsetting than their
being kept in slavery — perhaps this is because slavery was an integral part of the
Choson social system. His sympathy also seems to be for all the people from Choson:
neither diarist differentiates between those of noble and lowly birth, as would be
common in a domestic context.’! The Tong sa rok diarist evidently feels it is
particularly tragic that children born in Choson should not understand “our language,”
but grow up speaking a foreign tongue.

As a footnote to these sad scenes, a few days later one of the interpreters with the
embassy is recorded as paying for the release of a slave. This was not a commoner,
however, but the son of a minor official.>* Later, when they returned and Hwang Shin
was called for an interview with King Sonjo, the king specifically asked about “our
people” FX X in Japan, to which Hwang responded disparagingly that they all speak
Japanese and have forgotten Choson.> This obvious exaggeration (it had been only
four years since the start of the war and the abductions) seems to indicate he somehow
blamed them for their “betrayal” of their country, but again highlights the perceived
importance of language as symbolic of Korean identity.

In his diary, Hwang records how he in fact agreed to bring a captured boy back with
him to Choson. This boy had been kept in the house of Terazawa Hirotaka <% & /=
(1563-1633), but was so homesick that Hirotaka took pity on him and asked that
Hwang search for his family. He added that if the boy’s family had not survived, then

>0 Tong sa rok, 5b (8.28).

51 The contemporary noble (yangban) diarist Oh Huimun, for example, evinces more concern for the
fates of those of his own class than commoners or slaves; though he too is upset by the story of a
common woman being taken to Japan with no hope of return. Oh Hiiimun, Swaemi rok, T:J& (1592)
9.15.

52 Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 19b-20a (9.14).

53 Sonjo sillok, 1596.12.21.
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he would be very grateful if Hwang could return the boy to him, so that he would not
be left homeless.* By recording this incident Hwang presents a far more complex
image of the Japanese than most writings at the time. Here was a Japanese commander
— who were commonly vilified as savage and cunning beasts — showing compassion
and generosity of heart. Hwang had spent several months in close quarters with
Japanese people who were working to save Choson from further disaster (even if these
were the same men who had been in the vanguard of the invasion). It is therefore not
surprising that the perspective Hwang shares with his fellow countrymen is very
different from the image of violent and unpredictable savages we see in the writing of
Oh Huiimun, who never actually met a Japanese person.

Japan and the Japanese

The final part of Ilbon wanghwan ilgi is actually dedicated to explaining the foreign
land of Japan and its people to the reader, so makes particularly interesting reading. It
begins as follows:

To speak as a whole, the country of the Wae is slightly greater in area than our country,
but it lacks the solidity of famous mountains or great rivers. Its scenery and produce are
all inferior to our country. There is a mountain known as Fuji in the east of the country,
which is most acclaimed as a great mountain, but otherwise there is no scenery or
outstanding beauty worthy of mention.*
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This uncomplimentary appraisal sets the tone for much of Hwang’s account; for
example, his assessment of Japan’s administration:

They have roughly imitated the Tang system but in reality officials are not in charge of
matters connected to their post. For example, Shigenobu claims to be Deputy of the
Secretariat (what is known as the Librarian), but he is illiterate. [Katd] Kiyomasa claims
to be Master of Accounts, but has never dealt with money or grain. It seems they merely
use empty titles.

The people consist of soldiers, farmers, artisans, merchants, and monks, but only monks
and those of noble families can read. As for the others, even if they are military or civilian
officials, they cannot recognize a single character.>®

34 Hirotaka is referred to by his alternative name, Masanari 1EJ%. Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 28a-b
(12.8).

3 Ibid. at 29b.

36 Ibid. at 31a-b.
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In claiming that “they cannot recognise a single character” Hwang is equating literacy
with ability to read Classical Chinese: earlier diary entries show Shigenobu and others
engaging in written correspondence, but presumably in Japanese. In judging the
Japanese by their ability in Classical Chinese, or lack thereof, Hwang was joining with
all other contemporary Chinese and Korean observers who wrote on the subject; Kang
Hang 27t (1567-1618) and Xu Yihou #1# 1%, for example, enjoyed ridiculing the
Japanese on this point.’” Hwang Shin was of course no less than the changwon: the
man who had come out top of a civil service examination system that linked
knowledge of the Chinese classics to ability in government. It is hardly surprising that
he finds it strange that men of official rank in Japan have no such education. Still,
whether it be Hwang or Xu Yihou, we see that for educated Chinese and Korean
observers this perceived lack of cultural knowledge formed an important part of their
impression of the Japanese.

Hwang Shin is not critical of everything Japanese, however. Continuing onto social
classes, he writes:

Soldiers receive a salary from the government. Merchants are the most wealthy, but as
their profits are twice that of others, their tax is slightly higher. State expenses both great
and small are all put upon the merchants. In the case of farmers, half of the produce of
their fields is collected, but there are no other taxes or corvée. For transport and
construction work a wage is given, so the burden does not reach the common people.*®
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Not only is there no criticism, but in pointing out how the common people do not suffer,
Hwang is actually explaining the advantages of the Japanese tax system, even
discussing it as a potential model. It just so happens that Hwang was in favour of
reducing corvée labour in Choson, so we can suppose he was using this Japanese
model to support that agenda.*® Yet this in itself is surprising: given the beyond-the-

57 Kang Hang VL, Kanyang nok & =E¥%, in (Kugyok) Haehaeng ch’ongjae (1817%) AT #8H, ed.
Minjok munhwa ch’uch’6nhoe (Seoul: Minjok munhwa ch’uch’onhoe B SCALHEE €, 1974), p. 424
(RE AL %T); Hou Jigao f£4% 15, “Quan Zhe bing zhi kao” 4=#i S| [Military System of the
Entire Zhe Region] in Siku quan shu cunmu congshu bianzuan weiyuanhui, ed., Siku quan shu cunmu
congshu VU JE 4 FH 7 H#H, vol. T 31. (Jinan: Qi Lu shu she, 1995), p. 179.

58 Emphasis added. I/bon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 30b-31a.

% The context to Hwang’s writing was that in the latter part of the sixteenth century, the tax and corvée
burden on the common people in Choson was particularly heavy, and was leading to social unrest.
Immediately before the war, Hwang Shin’s teacher Song Hon identified this problem and proposed a
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pale position normally accorded Japan in world political, moral, and cultural hierarchy
by Chinese and Korean writers at this time, Hwang Shin’s use of the Japanese system
as a model is unexpected.

There were other areas of Japanese culture that the diarists reviewed positively. Both
authors were impressed by the aesthetic of “cleanliness and simplicity” which they
encountered. For the author of 7ong sa rok, this extended to the food they were served
when they arrived in Tsushima. He describes it saying, “as refined and immaculate as
is possible.”®® High praise indeed. Hwang Shin is similarly taken aback by the
decorations used at banquets:

They paint gold and silver over the fish, meat, noodles, and rice. They cut coloured
material to make flowers, or they carve wood and add coloured material to make the
shapes of plants and flowers, and place them around the banquet. These are in fact
extremely intricate and lifelike; from four or five paces away it is not possible to
distinguish whether they are real or artificial.®!
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Tong sa rok also has very high praise for the aesthetics of a newly built building in
which they are at one point accommodated.®® The author seems to imply that the size
and vibrancy of the market cities they see (particularly Sakai) surpass anything he had
seen elsewhere.%

One thing that neither diarist could look on without distaste was what they deemed
a lack of ye #& “proper behaviour” connected with the teachings of Confucius and
other yu {f “sages.” They were particularly critical of Japanese custom in the areas of
proper hierarchy — to be maintained in forms of address and rituals (such as bowing)
— and propriety in sexual relations. The author of Tong sa rok, in his overview of
Tsushima, stated: “Buddhist Law is held in esteem, and Confucian teachings are not
popular; names and roles are in disarray.” % The otherwise consistently neutral
authorial tone of /lbon wanghwan ilgi is broken only once, when explaining Japanese
intersex relations. After describing the surprisingly overt nature of Japanese
prostitution, where the prostitutes “know no shame,” he remarks:

set of forceful reforms that would relieve that burden. His reform movement met with political
opposition, resulting in his removal from office — and temporarily also Hwang Shin’s. Han Mydnggi ¥
B %=, “Imjin waeran chikjon Dong-Asia chongsae” Y7 el 21 A Folrlo} A Al [East Asia
Immediately before the Imjin War], Han-Il gwan gae-sa yongu 43 (2012): 187-89.

0 Tong sa rok, 3a (8.10).

1 Ilbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 33a.

02 <R FEFEVE,” Tong sa rok, 6a (4 8.3).

63 Ibid. at 9a (/¥ 8.19).

% Ibid. at 3a (8.12).
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As for marriage, there is no taboo for siblings. If father and son lie with the same prostitute,
no one will speak against them. Verily are they beasts not men.*

FRIEEE AR ST IR IR MR A EE

Calling the Japanese keumsu & Bt “beasts” was not an arbitrary insult: it was a
culturally loaded term very common in contemporary writing. In the Calls to Arms
circulated by volunteer commanders after the 1592 invasion, “beasts” is used to
describe the lower state of civilization to which Choson risked falling if overrun by
the Japanese.®® The Choson king Sonjo also used “beasts” to describe the lower level
of existence to which his kingdom risked being damned.®” In late sixteenth-century
Choson, it was the knowledge and maintenance of proper relationships, such as puja
¥ “father-son” and kunshin 7 . “lord-vassal,” that separated men from beasts.
This way of thinking, based in the tradition now known as Neo-Confucianism, had
gained a dominant position in Choson society and politics following the rise of the
group referred to as the Sarim 14k “Forest of Scholars” faction, particularly after the
accession of King Sonjo (1567). Sarim Neo-Confucianism especially emphasised the
sharp dichotomies between the moral and immoral, civilized and barbarian.®® These
standards were readily applied in official Choson writings on Japan. They were also
widely propagated through children’s educational materials, such as Tong mong son
siip B5 5 (Beginning Practice for Children).®” The concept that men and beasts
were separated by morality was one of the fundamental ideas taught in another
Classical Chinese primer for children, Sohak /N (Lesser Learning), which Hwang
Shin himself promoted.’ It is against this ideological background that the less
regulated relations of the Japanese were so difficult to accept for Hwang Shin. The
author of Tong sa rok too, invokes similar connections when he refers to the Japanese

% Jlbon wanghwan ilgi, n.d., 33b.

% These Calls to Arms also gave strong expression to the idea that proper relationships separate man
from beast, and therefore acting on loyalty to king and country was the pressing test facing the men of
Choson. The context for all of these ideas were Neo-Confucian ideas, particularly a distinction between
civility and barbarism originating during the Song dynasty (960-1269) in China, which was under
constant threat of barbarian attack. Oh Hilimun, Swaemi rok, “ T J&(1592) [ #515 [F]38 M i BR BRI
7 Gari Ledyard, “Confucianism and War: The Korean Security Crisis of 1598,” Journal of Korean
Studies 6 (1989): 81-119.

% Han Myonggi argues Sarim thought developed a strong emphasis on the moral aspect of the lord-
vassal relationship in response to the violent and autocratic reigns of Sejo tH#H (1458-1468) and
Yonsangun #11F (1494-1506), and on moral criteria in general in response to abuses of power by
those who inherited power rather than obtained it through scholarly learning. Han Myodnggi, “Imjin
waeran chikjon Dong-Asia chongsae,” 175.

% Ibid. at 200.

70 Hwang discussed these ideas in a memorial written before the mission. Oh Hiiimun, Swaemi rok, “H
K (1594) [ff$% B = Hi.” After the war, when calling for the rebuilding of the education system, he
described Sohak as essential reading, emphasising the need to understand proper relationships. Sonjo
sillok, 1601.8.28.
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as yomch’i Y5 “stained teeth”: this was a practise of the Japanese but in historical
Chinese writing was also associated with uncivilised savage tribes.”!

Given that the ideological framework in which the Choson ambassadors had been
educated drew such sharp distinctions, so readily demoting the Japanese to the level
of beasts, it is surprising to find both diarists ready to praise aspects of Japanese food,
craftsmanship, and even government. It seems that actual contact with the Japanese
stripped away some of the habitual labelling that those who wrote without direct
experience were more prone to use. Through the medium of the diaries, particularly
Hwang Shin’s diary, this slightly more nuanced view of the Japanese also reached a
wider audience back in Choson.

The first piece of writing by Hwang to be received in Chosdn was an urgent report
he sent to the king. In it he relayed Hideyoshi’s furious rejection of Shen Weijing’s
demand and that another attack was imminent. Hwang’s report caused panic in the
capital, which rapidly spread throughout the country.”? As ordinary people desperately
sought refuge, the armies of Japan, Choson and the Ming all prepared for war.

Conclusions

Even if Hwang Shin portrayed himself as fearless in the face of danger, the journey
of these two Choson ambassadors was probably one of trepidation. They were
venturing right into the lion’s den, from the perspective of those back in Choson. Even
apart from being unsure what Hideyoshi would decide to do next, everything Hwang,
Pak, and their company observed on their way was new and strange. As talented
scholar and product of the civil-service machine, Hwang’s education could not have
been more orthodox. His diary was an attempt to translate this foreign experience into
language and ideas familiar to his Chosdn contemporaries: those of their shared
Classical Chinese education and day-to-day experience of Choson. He was also
replacing a largely unknown, unpredictable and aggressive foe with a land and people
of defined territory, customs, food — and limits. These diaries were one part in the
process of mutual learning that took place during the war, in which a few people who
had direct experience of another country translated that experience for the domestic
audience — an audience that otherwise knew very little about foreign countries or
peoples beyond simple caricatures.

Shen Weijing, Konishi Yukinaga and the group around them were the latest
generation in a long line of intermediaries between Japan and Korea and China, who
had sought to use the predominating mutual ignorance between the countries to
maintain peace and thus advance their own trade interests. The two diaries reveal the
extent to which the ambassadors’ experience and even knowledge of Japan was closely
managed by this group even when in Japan: Hwang and Pak depended entirely on

"l Tong sa rok, 3a (8.10). Staining one’s teeth black was a contemporary Japanese custom.
2 Officials at the Choson court feared the Chinese would push the blame for the collapse of the peace
process onto Choson, and refuse to aid Choson further. Sonjo sillok, 1596.11.15.
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Shigenobu and their other guides relaying the latest news to them. For this reason,
their account of these critical few days in Osaka must be considered alongside the
other sources available. Recent Japanese scholarship on Hideyoshi’s foreign policy,
and the breakdown of negotiations in particular, suggest the outline sequence of events
and critically, Hideyoshi’s main motivation for ordering another invasion, were indeed
most probably as represented in the ambassadors’ diaries — which become important
corroborating evidence.’”® This is quite a different version of events traditionally
reproduced in English-language scholarship on the war, in which Hideyoshi instead
became enraged when he discovered he was to be subordinate to China (which he had
earlier planned to conquer).”*

The excerpts cited here demonstrate that the two diaries are not only an important
source for studying the breakdown of negotiations, but also for considering how the
authors and their contemporaries thought about Korean and Japanese identities. The
anecdotes about people born in Chosdn but taken to Japan are particularly revealing
about their ideas of belonging. When Hwang was speaking with the king, belonging
of course meant subjecthood, but regardless of context it seems language was an
important marker of identity. Language’s importance is not something that we could
have taken as given. Choson scholars prided themselves on their knowledge of
Chinese language and literature, and espoused universalising Neo-Confucian norms
that linking them more to Chinese scholars than to the Koreans of lower classes. As
regards the Japanese, the diarists’ depictions of humane acts by their Japanese hosts
point to how the embassy’s working with Japanese people in a close, co-operative
context would have encouraged a weakening of caricatures and a fuller understanding
of the Japanese as human beings. The transmission of such a story to a wider Choson
audience via Hwang’s diary may have also added a depth and complexity to people’s
imaginings of Japan and the Japanese — if they were open to such ideas.

73 See notes above and discussion in Atobe Makoto, “Toyotomi seiken ki no taigai kankei to chitsujokan.”
74 The version given in Swope’s account, for example, has Hideyoshi discovering for the first time he

was being invested as “King of Japan,” whereas in the ambassador’s diary version, Hideyoshi happily
accepted investiture, and it is after several days that he is riled by the request that he withdraw from
Choson. Swope, 4 Dragon’s Head and a Serpents Tail, pp. 220-22.
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