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Abstract 
This study explores the challenges of translating Korean literary fiction for international audiences, focusing on Park Sang Young’s Love in the Big City and Anton Hur’s English translation. While K-pop and K-dramas have become global phenomena, Korean novels have not reached the same recognition, often due to the complexities of cultural translation. The research examines how translation choices shape English-speaking readers’ experience and how emotion, culture, and society are mediated across languages. Accessibility is defined as readers’ ability to engage with both narrative and cultural meaning, including translation clarity, cultural contextualisation, and coherence of emotional and thematic arcs. Screen adaptations are considered not as a primary focus but as contextual points of circulation. The study combines close reading with qualitative methods, including interviews and secondary sources. Insights from LTI Korea and Anton Hur are analysed alongside online reviews to understand the novel’s reception. By integrating these perspectives, the paper examines how translation decisions affect accessibility and cultural nuance, and how institutional actors shape the international circulation of Korean fiction.
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Introduction
Background
Over the past decade, South Korea has become a leading force in global entertainment through K-pop, dramas, beauty, and fashion. However, Korean literature continues to struggle for international recognition, despite rising translations and occasional acclaim. This study focuses on Love in the Big City to explore why Korean fiction often struggles to reach broader audiences, particularly in the U.S. The tension between cultural authenticity and translation accessibility is evident in retaining terms like oppa or kimchi, which preserve nuance but affect readability and interpretation. Examining the English translation reveals how linguistic and cultural elements are mediated for global readers, while adaptations are referenced only as contextual evidence of wider circulation.
Accessibility is understood as readers’ engagement with narrative and cultural meaning, including comprehension of translation choices, navigating culturally specific references, and following emotional and thematic arcs. Situated within the broader context of Hallyu, this study highlights translation as both a linguistic and cultural process reshaping emotion, identity, and understanding for new audiences. Structural limitations, from colonial legacies to late development of translation support, continue to shape the global circulation of Korean literature. This study examines how translation mediates international reception and reveals the cultural and institutional factors constraining its reach.
Aims and Contribution
This study argues that the limited global reach of Korean novels is not a matter of literary quality, but the outcome of translation, publishing, and media systems that privilege visual and fast-paced storytelling. Through a contemporary case study, it shows how these processes operate as a chain of cultural translation in which the book, the translator, institutions, and readers interact to shape international visibility. Within this chain, translation functions as both linguistic and cultural mediation situated in the wider Hallyu landscape.
Research Objectives
· Examine cultural, historical, linguistic, and market barriers that limit Korean novels’ visibility in the U.S.
· Analyse how Anton Hur’s translation choices shape accessibility and reception, particularly regarding humour, narrative voice, queer identity, and social nuance.
· Situate findings within wider debates on why Korean literature struggles for recognition abroad despite Korea’s cultural prominence.
Research Questions
1. How do translation and marketing strategies shape the international visibility of Love in the Big City, and what contextual role do adaptations play in sustaining interest?
2. How do specific translation strategies (e.g., retaining cultural terms, tone, and humour) affect accessibility for U.S. readers, especially in the mediation of queer identity and social nuance?
3. What do Anglophone reader responses reveal about the challenges and possibilities of translating Korean literature?
4. What roles do translators, institutions, and online platforms play in the novel’s circulation within the broader landscape of Korean literature abroad?
Scope and Methods
The focus is the U.S. market from the 2010s to the present, a period shaped by the global rise of Hallyu. The methodology combines close reading of the officially published English translation with analysis of reader reception (Goodreads reviews and paratexts), two questionnaires with the translator, and a questionnaire sent to a representative of LTI Korea to clarify institutional priorities and promotional strategies. Fan translations and unofficial editions are excluded.
Significance
This study contributes to translation studies, Korean studies, and publishing research by exploring why Korean novels continue to be less visible than other Korean cultural exports in Anglophone markets. It sheds light on the translator’s role as a cultural mediator and considers how institutions, awards, and digital platforms influence which stories and which versions of “Korea” reach global readers. More broadly, it shows how literature navigates a media landscape shaped by visual immediacy, while underscoring the need to preserve literary diversity within global publishing.
Hallyu and the Media Gap
The term Hallyu (한류) emerged in the late 1990s to describe the spread of Korean popular culture, first via K-dramas such as Winter Sonata (2002) and later through K-pop’s global expansion, amplified by platforms like YouTube and fan-driven circulation (Shim, 2008; Wingate, 2021; Jin, 2016). Government policy following the 1997 financial crisis positioned culture as a strategic export, accelerating growth. In the 2010s, Hallyu 3.0 brought transmedia storytelling through webtoons, webnovels, and streaming, producing hits like Parasite and Squid Game. Literature, however, lagged behind: unlike instantly shareable audiovisual formats, novels rely on translation, institutional support, and slower publishing cycles, conditions that often limit reach (Kim, 2018). Consequently, Korean fiction entered global markets gradually, circulating through niche readerships rather than mass platforms.
Historical Marginalisation and Late Entry
For much of its history, Korean literature circulated internationally through fragmented efforts. Early English translations—e.g., James Scarth Gale’s The Cloud Dream of Nine (1922)—served missionary and academic purposes and reached small audiences. Colonial rule (1910–1945) restricted Korean-language publishing; Cold War anthologies later narrowed representation to trauma and division (Brother Anthony, 2014; Fulton, 2011; Medina, 2018). Through the twentieth century, selections often reflected individual translators’ interests rather than strategy, and most titles appeared via small presses with limited distribution, leaving Korean literature overshadowed by Japanese and Chinese counterparts (Fulton, 2011; Medina, 2018).
Institutions and Awards
The establishment of the Literature Translation Institute of Korea (LTI Korea) and the Daesan Foundation marked a turning point, introducing grants, training programmes, and support for international book-fair participation. Output grew from 14 translated titles in 2001 to over 150 in 2019 across 27 languages, with around two million copies exported between 2018 and 2022, demonstrating the effect of sustained institutional investment (Publishing Perspectives, 2016; Korean Culture and Information Service, 2023). Literary prizes further increased visibility, notably Shin Kyung-sook’s Please Look After Mom (2011 Man Asian Literary Prize) and Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (2016 Man Booker International Prize; Deborah Smith, trans.), reshaping publisher demand while privileging genres aligned with Western tastes (Gowman, 2023; Licher, 2016; Medina, 2018).
Institutional support does not operate in isolation. Genette’s (1997) concept of paratext highlights how covers, blurbs, translator’s notes, and marketing discourse frame translated Korean fiction for Anglophone readers. These often foreground historical trauma and cultural difference, as in English-language presentations of Han Kang’s Human Acts, shaping expectations through recognisable narratives of suffering and otherness.
Such framing reflects broader hierarchies in world literature. Casanova (2004) describes the global literary field as stratified, requiring peripheral literatures to gain legitimation in dominant centres, while Sapiro (2016) shows how translation flows are shaped by institutional and economic power rather than literary value alone. Reception theory adds nuance: Jauss’s (1982) “horizon of expectations” explains how Anglophone readers approach translated Korean fiction through Western literary frameworks, producing moments of cultural dissonance. Goodreads reviews can therefore be read as evidence of how accessibility is co-produced through translation strategies and reader expectations.
Market Context and Genre Expectations
Recent institutional reports show a marked rise in the international circulation of Korean literature, including English-language editions. Since 2020, both the number of translated titles and overseas sales have grown steadily, particularly for contemporary fiction (LTI Korea, 2025). Authors such as Han Kang, Bora Chung, Park (2020) So-young, and Park Sang-young are frequently highlighted as among the most visible Korean writers in Anglophone markets, with their English editions cited as evidence of expanding reach (LTI Korea, 2025).
Despite this growth, translated Korean fiction remains a small niche within U.S. and U.K. markets, which continue to be dominated by domestic production. This tension between rising visibility and ongoing structural marginalisation underscores the importance of examining not only translation strategies but also the market and genre conditions shaping global reception.
Translation as Cultural Negotiation
Translating Korean fiction involves negotiating society and culture, not just words. Age hierarchy, honorifics, kinship terms, and concepts like jeong[footnoteRef:1] (정) are central to voice and interaction; they lack direct English equivalents and are vulnerable to flattening (Kramsch & Hua, 2019; Rubel & Rosman, 2003; Kang & Wakabayashi, 2020). Readability and acceptability depend on target-culture expectations (McDonald, 2020), and Yifeng Sun’s concept of “cross-cultural readability” explains why technically accurate translations may still fail to bridge cultural gaps (Sun, 2012). Venuti’s domestication/foreignisation framework and Snell-Hornby’s “cultural turn” frame translation as a balancing act between accessibility and authenticity (Venuti, 1995; Snell-Hornby, 2006). The structural distance between Korean and English adds further difficulty: Korean encodes hierarchy and social relations directly into grammar and lexis, while its rich use of onomatopoeia and mimetics creates textures that are hard to replicate in English (Yeon & Brown, 2011; Kim, 2014; Mohácsi, 2022). [1:  Jeong (정) is a culturally embedded Korean concept describing an emotion that combines affection, shared history, loyalty, and a sense of mutual obligation. Because it emerges through lived relationships rather than individual feeling, it has no direct English equivalent.
] 

Queer translation complicates cultural mediation further. Scholars note that queer identities cannot be transferred transparently across languages, as sexuality, intimacy, and community are culturally embedded (Baer & Kaindl, 2018; Epstein & Gillett, 2017). In Korean fiction, queer expression is often indirect or coded due to social stigma, limited legal recognition, and conservative norms around sexuality and family. Explicit depictions of same-sex desire or non-normative relationships are rare; when they occur, they are frequently mediated through subtext, humour, or ambiguous intimacy. Tropes such as intense friendships, fleeting encounters, or internalised conflicts signal queerness, requiring readers to infer meaning. Translators must balance preserving these culturally contingent expressions with rendering them comprehensible for Western audiences accustomed to more overt depictions of queer life.
Translation in this context is a political act. Choices about how explicitly to render same-sex desire, queer spaces, or non-normative identities shape Western readers’ understanding of Korean queer life. As Spurlin (2014) observes, translating queer language involves navigating culturally embedded meanings that do not map neatly onto Western categories, often producing shifts in nuance. This is especially pertinent for the present case study, where humour, fragmented intimacy, and urban queer identity require mediation at both linguistic and cultural-ideological levels.
The Visual Barrier and Changing Reading Habits
Kress (2010) conceptualises contemporary communication as inherently multimodal, while Bolter and Grusin (1999) argue that new media remediate older forms, shaping expectations for showing rather than telling. Formats such as webtoons and K-dramas provide immediate cultural cues — facial expression, tone, and setting — that text-only translations cannot replicate, contributing to what may be described as a visual barrier for text-heavy fiction.
OECD data point to measurable declines in sustained reading proficiency, with recent PISA results showing significant drops in reading performance among younger readers (OECD, 2023a; OECD, 2023b). In this environment, Korean fiction competes not only with domestic Anglophone literature but also with globally circulating multimodal narratives whose meanings are made instantly legible through image, sound, and performance.
Hypotheses
1. Korean novels translated into English struggle to reach wide U.S. readerships not due to literary quality but due to culturally specific humour, voice, and values that are difficult to render as accessible without loss of nuance.
2. Some international audiences may first encounter Korean stories via screen or digital adaptations, which can increase visibility but are not the primary site of engagement with the literary text.
3. Success in translation depends not only on the text but on the cultural mediation performed by translators and publishers.
4. Awards and institutional validation (e.g., The Vegetarian’s Booker win) remain key triggers for mainstream uptake.
5. While multimodal formats may attract broader attention, the translated text itself remains central for understanding the cultural and emotional nuances of Korean fiction.
Materials and Methods
[bookmark: _Toc205200690][bookmark: _Toc205204864][bookmark: _Toc208242538][bookmark: _Toc210328826]Research Design
This research adopts a qualitative design to analyse how translation, institutional frameworks, and reader reception interact in shaping the international circulation of Korean literature. Using Park Sang Young’s Love in the Big City (translated by Anton Hur) as a focused case study makes it possible to examine these processes in depth, tracing how the novel travels across languages and markets. A single-case approach is appropriate here, as it enables close attention to the specific translation decisions, forms of institutional support, and patterns of reception involved, rather than aiming for broad generalisation.
The novel was chosen because it achieved unusual international momentum for a contemporary Korean work, drawing recognition from the International Booker Prize and later receiving film and television adaptations. Its thematic focus on queer life, urban alienation, and fragmented intimacy makes it ideal for studying how cultural specificity is negotiated in translation and interpreted by Western audiences. While the novel has also been adapted into film and television, these adaptations are referenced only as contextual points of circulation and are not central to the analysis. The case study is therefore positioned not as representative of all Korean fiction but as a strategic lens through which broader questions about visibility, circulation, and cultural translation can be explored. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model of the chain of cultural translation.
Source: Created by the Author (2025)
This study follows the chain of cultural translation, describing Love in the Big City as a loop connecting four elements: the book, translator, institutions, and readers. The book provides thematic, stylistic, and cultural foundations; the translator negotiates these for English-speaking audiences. Institutions—publishers, LTI Korea, the Daesan Foundation, grants, and literary prizes—shape visibility through selection, support, and promotion. Readers complete the chain by circulating and interpreting the text via reviews, ratings, social media, and TikTok, influencing perception and expanding reach. In this way, reader-driven circulation extends the novel beyond its initial niche, completing and renewing the chain of cultural translation.
[bookmark: _Toc205200691][bookmark: _Toc205204865][bookmark: _Toc208242539][bookmark: _Toc210328827]Rationale for Case Study Approach
This study adopts a qualitative case study design to examine how linguistic, cultural, and institutional dynamics shape the international circulation of Korean literature. Love in the Big City by Park Sang Young, translated by Anton Hur, was selected as it exemplifies both the potential and challenges of Korean literature in Anglophone markets.
Focusing on a single contemporary novel allows close analysis of how humour, queer identity, narrative fragmentation, and everyday cultural references travel across languages, influencing accessibility. The novel’s international visibility—supported by translation grants and institutional promotion, with screen adaptations noted only for context—makes it a useful case for exploring how literary works move through interconnected cultural channels.
The approach also accounts for the broader translation ecosystem. A questionnaire to the Literature Translation Institute of Korea (LTI Korea) provides insight into how institutional priorities shape which texts are promoted for translation. English-language reader reviews, mainly from U.S.-based readers, were included to examine how cultural nuance is interpreted abroad, while film and television adaptations are treated as contextual material illustrating how visual media can reframe or simplify meaning beyond text alone. 
Target Population
Three groups were selected for their role in the translation ecosystem: Anton Hur (translator), LTI Korea (institution), and U.S.-based Goodreads readers. Hur provided insight into translation choices, LTI Korea represents funding and international promotion, and readers demonstrate reception and interpretive engagement. Fifteen reviews were purposively selected if they engaged substantively with the English translation, addressing humour, queer themes, cultural references, or emotional response. Reviews consisting solely of star ratings or plot summaries were excluded. Reviewer location was determined through public profiles or self-identifying text. Coding followed iterative reading, memo-writing, and constant comparison by a single researcher, ensuring internal consistency. Accessibility was operationalised as comprehension of culturally specific terms, clarity of translation, and ease of following narrative and emotional arcs.
Sample Size
Data were collected through questionnaires, close reading, and iterative analysis of reader responses. Hur’s questionnaire addressed translation decisions, humour, and queer representation, while LTI Korea’s focused on funding, selection criteria, and international promotion. Goodreads reviews were analysed thematically to identify patterns in narrative engagement, cultural mediation, and adaptation references. Analysis followed an inductive thematic approach, grouping findings into cultural specificity, translation clarity, institutional influence, reader engagement, and queer representation. Themes were compared across translator, institution, and reader perspectives, with adaptations examined as multimodal translation. Reliability was maintained through iterative rereading, memo-writing, and constant comparison.
Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected through questionnaires, close reading, and iterative analysis of reader responses. Anton Hur’s questionnaire addressed translation choices, cultural nuance, humour, and queer representation, while the LTI Korea questionnaire focused on funding, selection criteria, and international promotion. Goodreads reviews were analysed to identify patterns in narrative engagement, cultural mediation, and adaptation references. Analysis followed an inductive thematic approach guided by the research questions, with themes grouped into categories such as cultural specificity, translation clarity, institutional influence, reader engagement, and queer representation; perspectives were compared to identify convergence and tension, adaptations examined as multimodal translation, and reliability ensured through rereading, memo-writing, and constant comparison.
Ethical Considerations 
Participation in the questionnaires was voluntary, and both respondents replied in their professional capacity. Goodreads reviews were taken from publicly accessible profiles and are used in accordance with standard academic practice when analysing public online content. All film and television references fall under academic fair use and are used for analytical purposes only.
Limitations
This study examines a single novel, translator, institution, and a limited set of reader responses, which restricts generalisation. It is further constrained by the availability of public reviews and by the treatment of adaptations only as finished texts. Nevertheless, this narrow scope enables detailed analysis of the mechanisms shaping the international circulation of Korean fiction.
[bookmark: _Hlk210233234]Findings and Results
[bookmark: _Toc210328841]Introduction
This section presents the main findings of the study based on three interconnected perspectives: the translator, the institution (LTI Korea), and English-language readers. These different viewpoints show how cultural, linguistic, and institutional factors shape the international circulation of Love in the Big City, highlighting the ways translation functions as cultural mediation. The film and television adaptations are referenced only as contextual material, since they help demonstrate how certain cultural elements are communicated across media but are not part of the primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc210328842]Translator’s Perspective (Anton Hur)
Hur’s reflections stress the difficulty of balancing fidelity and accessibility while maintaining the novel’s tone and narrative rhythm. He emphasises that cultural specificity carries meaning beyond vocabulary and should remain visible rather than smoothed out. Terms such as oppa, umma, and noraebang are preserved not as exotic markers but as essential components of character and context. At the same time, his prose maintains clarity and flow, keeping the text readable without compromising cultural texture.
Humour proved particularly challenging, as much of the novel relies on queer camp, emotional irony, and shifts between pathos and comedy. Hur notes that humour is a structural component of the novel’s voice and focused on reproducing its rhythm rather than its literal expressions. His approach trusts readers to infer cultural nuance from context, producing both successful engagement and occasional difficulty for Anglophone audiences.
Hur also comments on institutional and commercial constraints. Before his Booker recognition, Korean institutions often prioritised non-Korean translators for English projects, shaping professional opportunities. He also acknowledges that adaptations of Love in the Big City proceeded independently from his translation. Their existence reinforces the novel’s international visibility and shows how circulation extends beyond the literary sphere.
Handling Culturally Marked Humour and Voice
Humour is one of the most challenging elements in Love in the Big City because it relies on tone, rhythm, and queer cultural references. Hur’s strategy blends directness with subtle recalibration. Sarcasm, deadpan dialogue, and abrupt emotional shifts are preserved without additional explanation so that the narrator’s voice remains intact. Many readers noted that the humour was one of the strongest aspects of the novel, which indicates that this strategy succeeded in transmitting the original tone while keeping the text accessible to international audiences.
[bookmark: _Toc210328845]Institutional and Market Context
Anton Hur’s reflections also highlight how institutional and market structures influence a translator’s visibility and opportunities. Early in his career, he noted that Korean institutions tended to favour diaspora translators rather than Korean nationals for English translations. This dynamic shifted only after his recognition in major international prizes, altering institutional perceptions of his work. These comments reflect how institutional legitimacy is not limited to financial support. It also involves determining which translators are trusted to represent Korean literature abroad and which works are considered suitable for international circulation. Hur’s observations align with broader discussions in translation studies about gatekeeping and the uneven distribution of visibility across languages and markets. His experience shows how career trajectories can be shaped by prize culture, institutional endorsement, and shifting industry expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc210328846]Adaptations and the Translator’s Role
Although the film and television adaptations are not part of the primary dataset, they illustrate how the novel’s tone and themes shift across media and reflect its international momentum. Hur was not involved in their development, but their existence emphasises how certain elements, such as queer intimacy, emotional depth, and episodic structure, translate effectively into visual formats. The adaptations helped sustain the novel’s visibility, showing that literary circulation often extends beyond the translated text into wider multimodal forms.
[bookmark: _Toc210328847]Institutional Perspective (LTI Korea)
LTI Korea describes a structured framework of training, grants, and international marketing designed to promote Korean literature abroad. Funding programmes prioritise emerging translators, multilingual outreach, and coordination with overseas publishers. Yet the institution also recognises the structural gaps that persist. English-language markets remain highly competitive and selective, meaning that even with support, many Korean novels fail to secure foreign publication.
LTI Korea also highlights the importance of paratexts such as blurbs, rights catalogues, and festival showcases, which help frame Korean literature for international audiences. However, these mechanisms favour certain genres and themes, often privileging narratives perceived as globally marketable. This creates tension between promoting culturally distinctive works and appealing to international literary tastes.
[bookmark: _Toc210328848]Funding and Training
LTI Korea’s response underscores the importance of institutional support in determining which Korean works reach international markets. Through translation grants, training programmes, and rights promotion, the institute provides the structural conditions that enable publishers to take on translated Korean titles. These programmes are designed to increase visibility abroad and to support both emerging and established translators. Funding priorities also influence which genres and authors receive institutional backing, shaping the international landscape of Korean literature.
Book Selection and Global Outreach
The institute plays a central role in selecting books for international promotion. Its decisions combine literary quality with assessments of global resonance, meaning certain themes, styles, or genres may be prioritised because they align with international trends. Responses also indicate that LTI Korea’s outreach strategies include international book fairs, partnerships with foreign publishers, and distribution of promotional catalogues. These activities form part of a coordinated effort to expand Korean cultural presence and contribute directly to the circulation pathways that allowed Love in the Big City to gain international attention.
Institutional Influence on Reception
LTI Korea’s work extends beyond supporting production and promotion. It also shapes how Korean literature is framed for international audiences by influencing paratexts, visibility, and access. Through grants and publicity initiatives, the institute helps determine which works have the resources to build a global readership. This creates a network of institutional mediation that intersects with publisher strategies and reader expectations. In the case of Love in the Big City, institutional support facilitated the novel’s translation and distribution, contributing to the environment in which the work attracted international recognition and later adaptations.
[bookmark: _Toc210328851][bookmark: _Hlk210314384][bookmark: _Hlk210309541]Readers and Reviewers
Readers showed divided reactions to the novel’s style, structure, and themes. While many praised the emotional immediacy, queer representation, and episodic form, others found the fragmentation confusing, indicating that genre expectations shape perceived readability. Cultural references, especially around food, family, and social norms, were viewed as either enriching or obstructive.
Responses to queer themes were likewise mixed. Some readers connected deeply with the candid portrayal of relationships and emotional volatility, while others found these elements excessive or alienating, reinforcing that accessibility emerges from the interaction between translation strategies and reader background.
Adaptations were mentioned occasionally, often as an entry point for discovering the novel, signalling the role of multimodal circulation even as the translated text remains the primary site of interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc210328852]Readability and Style 
Reader responses show that the style of Love in the Big City functioned as both attraction and obstacle. Many reviewers praised the episodic structure, short chapters, and conversational tone for creating immediacy and emotional vividness. One U.S. reader described the novel as “like flipping through snapshots of a life you wish you were living,” while another noted that the voice felt so direct that they could “hear the narrator” while reading.
However, others experienced the same fragmentation as disorienting. A U.S. reviewer commented that the frequent shifts in time and perspective made it “hard to keep track of who is where and when.” These divergent responses indicate that readability is not inherent to the text but emerges through the interaction between narrative style, reader expectations, and familiarity with contemporary Korean fiction.
[bookmark: _Toc210328853]Cultural References and Accessibility  
Cultural elements such as kinship terms, food references, and everyday expressions were received in contrasting ways. Simone Stacy (Illinois) praised the translation for its “immersive” quality, noting that she could infer meaning from context, while Owen (U.K.) valued untranslated terms such as oppa and noraebang for giving him a sense of living in Young’s world. A Canadian reviewer similarly commented that the narrative voice carried her along even when the slang was unfamiliar.
By contrast, Vanessa W. (Dallas, TX) felt that “a lot got lost in translation,” suggesting that drinking culture and kinship terminology sometimes created barriers. Ricky Schneider (Florida) also described some cultural references as “long-winded,” reducing accessibility despite enriching the setting.
Taken together, these responses indicate that accessibility depends less on cultural specificity itself than on reader expectations and interpretive flexibility.
[bookmark: _Toc210328854]Responses to Queer Themes and Social Context
Reader reactions to the queer themes in Love in the Big City reveal a sharp divide between identification and discomfort. Ricky Schneider (Florida) praised the novel’s “rare candor,” describing it as an “OwnVoices representation of gay life in South Korea,” particularly valuing its unfiltered depiction of HIV and queer relationships. S.A. Corro (U.S.) likewise framed the novel as a “mirror and bridge.” Vince Caparas (Vancouver) highlighted Young as a highly “realistically rendered” queer narrator, noting the nuanced handling of HIV stigma, while Achilles (location unknown) likened the narrative voice to a late-night conversation with a friend, tender and melancholic.
Relational dynamics were also foregrounded. One U.S. reviewer described Young’s romantic and platonic relationships as “painfully real,” Julie (location unknown) wished the friendship with Jaehee had continued further, and a Canadian reviewer emphasised the tension with Young’s mother as central to the negotiation of identity.
By contrast, Vanessa W. (Dallas, TX) criticised the focus on sex and drinking as “shallow” and at times “offensive.” S. Penkveich (Michigan) found the emphasis on loneliness and HIV emotionally heavy, while Anne-Marie (location unknown) pointed to the author’s and translator’s notes as justifying the global circulation of challenging queer Korean narratives.
[bookmark: _Toc210328855]Outside the U.S., Troy (Canada) praised the blend of humour and melancholy, stating that the novel broadened his understanding of queer culture in Korea. Overall, queer representation functions as both connection and rupture, showing how cultural translation reshapes emotional accessibility.
Adaptations and Audience Reception
Although some reviewers mentioned the film and TV adaptations of Love in the Big City, these were not part of the primary dataset. Their brief references suggest that the novel’s episodic structure lends itself to visual storytelling, but the reception analysed here remains centred on Hur’s English translation. The adaptations therefore function only as peripheral points of circulation rather than as elements of the core analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc210328857]Conclusion
Results
This study set out to explain why Korean literature continues to struggle for international visibility despite the global expansion of other Korean cultural forms. While K-pop and K-dramas benefit from audiovisual immediacy, platform-driven discovery, and rapid circulation, translated Korean novels encounter linguistic and cultural thresholds, limited marketing infrastructure, and lower institutional investment from both Korean and Western markets. Using Love in the Big City by Park Sang Young, translated by Anton Hur, as a focused case study, the research analysed how translation, circulation, and reception jointly shape outcomes in the Anglophone sphere. Four guiding questions structured the investigation: how circulation processes influence visibility; how Hur’s translation choices affect accessibility for U.S. readers; how Anglophone reviewers interpret cultural specificity, humour, queerness, and structure; and why this novel achieved recognition when many others did not. The results show that international success emerges not from a single factor, but from a coordinated ecosystem in which translation quality, institutional support, social media interest, and multimodal extensions interact.
[bookmark: _Toc210328859]Summary of Findings
RQ1 (Circulation): Circulation operates as an interconnected chain rather than a linear sequence. Hur’s English translation created the foundation for visibility by preserving the novel’s distinct voice. Institutional framing through prizes, blurbs, and targeted marketing amplified interest, and the later adaptations expanded public awareness while keeping the book at the centre of literary reception. The novel’s movement across platforms demonstrates how circulation relies on multiple agents working in parallel.
RQ2 (Hur’s translation choices): Hur’s translation balances fidelity to cultural nuance with accessibility for Anglophone readers. Key cultural terms remain visible, while narrative rhythm, humour, and emotional cadence sustain readability. Readers repeatedly noted the “cinematic” quality of the prose, suggesting that the translation helped bridge cultural distance by foregrounding immediacy, voice, and a vivid sense of place.
RQ3 (Reader responses): Reader reception was heterogeneous. Some readers were drawn to the fragmentary structure and ironic humour; others found these same features challenging or unfamiliar. Accessibility was shown to be co-produced through translation strategy and reader expectation, which means that challenges in reception do not solely reflect the translation but also broader patterns in reading habits and genre familiarity.
RQ4 (Recognition): The novel’s success resulted from an aligned chain of factors: a skilled translation, strong institutional backing, positive critical attention, engagement on digital platforms, and later interest generated by adaptations. Many Korean novels lack one or more of these supporting links, which helps explain their lower international visibility.
[bookmark: _Toc210328860]Theoretical Contribution
This study makes two central theoretical contributions.
1. First, the concept of the visual barrier emphasises the tension between a global media environment shaped by visual immediacy and the imaginative labour required by prose. Translated fiction must sustain cultural specificity while offering readers enough narrative grounding to visualise unfamiliar contexts. This dynamic positions translation as both a linguistic and imaginative act.
2. Second, the chain of cultural translation model shows that literary visibility depends on the interactions of multiple agents: translators, institutions, digital platforms, readers, and, at times, adaptations. These links reinforce or weaken one another. The model clarifies why some works, such as Love in the Big City, travel successfully, while others stall despite literary merit.
[bookmark: _Toc210328861]Limitations
This project has several limitations. The analysis draws primarily from Goodreads, which reflects a particular demographic of Anglophone readers and cannot represent broader global reception. The single-case design offers depth but limits generalisability. Institutional data rely on voluntary responses from LTI Korea, which means perspectives from publishers, agents, or other Korean institutions were not included. The adaptations are recent, so long-term effects on readership and translation markets remain uncertain. These limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc210328862]Future Research
Future research could adopt a comparative approach. Unlike Korean fiction, Japanese and Chinese literature has established a stable global presence through figures such as Haruki Murakami and Mo Yan. Comparing translation funding, international marketing, and genre positioning across these fields may clarify why Korean novels have not followed the same trajectory.
A second direction is cross-cultural reception. This study focused on Anglophone readers, but audiences in Europe, Latin America, and Southeast Asia may engage differently. Examining these regions would provide a fuller account of how cultural translation operates across literary systems.
Third, longitudinal research is needed. As the film and drama adaptations of Love in the Big City only appeared in 2024, their long-term impact on readership is unknown. Tracking reviews, sales, and online engagement over time would indicate whether adaptations generate sustained interest or only short-term visibility, particularly for queer literature in translation.
[bookmark: _Toc210328863]Closing Reflection
Love in the Big City shows that international literary success depends on the alignment of translation quality, institutional support, digital engagement, and cultural resonance. No single factor ensures visibility. The translated book remains the anchor, but its reach relies on a wider ecosystem that enables discovery, encourages engagement, and sustains circulation across media. Korean literature still faces structural and cultural challenges in Western markets, yet this case demonstrates that preserving cultural nuance, careful translation mediation, and strong institutional backing can expand global visibility. Translation is not only language transfer but a cultural process through which authors, translators, institutions, readers, and media networks shape the movement of stories across borders.
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