THE EMPEROR AND HIS COURT
The misfortunes of a sovereign - The pomp of an oriental court - Fleeting illusion – A very interesting dialogue - The Crown Prince – A Court peep-hole - A German conductor and a Korean band -- Ancient customs – A royal banquet – Infernal music - Dances of the ghi-sang - The singers of Pyeng-an Do.

The Emperor of Korea has no personal name: he is the Emperor. In European or American books and newspapers he is often referred to as Li Hsi, but this is merely the Chinese name of the royal house, since Li Hsi means Li's family, or Yi's family, as they would say in Korean.

He is the 28th monarch of the current dynasty and will certainly go down to posterity with the epithet –Giò. As can be seen from the official names of the different kings of Ciu-sen, this epithet is attached to the name of those monarchs whose reign was troubled by the disasters of war – and without a doubt there was never a reign in Korea so troubled by all sorts of calamities as the current one.
He was born in Seoul in the year Im-cià, corresponding to 1852, on the 25th day of the 7th moon. His father was Prince Yi, who had the highest rank of Heng Sun Kun, but is generally better known as the Tai Uen Kun, or Lord of the Grand Court.

On the death of King Ciel Giong, his grandfather’s brother - adopted by Queen Ciò, who had the right to name his successor - the young Ik Syeng (the current Emperor) ascended the throne of Ciu-sen at the age of twelve. In view of his son’s age, his father acted as Regent. 
The Tai Uen Kun was Korea's true evil genius, and the direct cause of most of the misfortunes of his unlucky son. Active, energetic and bitterly opposed to everything foreign, he placed himself at the head of the reactionary party and, with the party’s help, ruled the country for about ten years. He was responsible for the great persecution of Christians in 1866 and the consequent French expedition.

As soon as the regency came to an end, the young king opened the country to foreigners and signed the first treaties, but the Taì Uen Kun was firmly against the new policy and conspired in the shadows against his son. In 1876 the king of Korea was “invited” by his father to poison himself. Some faithful courtiers helped him to avoid obeying the paternal command and saved his life, but the Tai Uen Kun took revenge on them for this setback: for such a proud reactionary, he showed a truly surprising mastery of modern techniques by sending his enemies exploding boxes of sweets, thereby managing to despatch several of them to the next world.

In 1882 he tried to have the Queen killed and for about a year everyone believed that he had succeeded. In reality the Queen had managed to save herself with the help of her women, and after her funeral rites had been celebrated with due solemnity, she reappeared on the Korean political scene.

The Tai Uen Kun was finally caught, put on board a Chinese gunboat and sent as a prisoner to Pao-ting-fu in China.

Meanwhile, the country, in the grip of daily warfare, was occupied by Chinese and Japanese troops. In 1884 a new revolution turned Seoul upside down, new conspiracies were hatched against the King, and the unfortunate sovereign sought refuge by fleeing on the shoulders of a eunuch to the Chinese camp outside the city walls.

In 1891 the Tai Uen Kun returned to Korea and immediately the party opposed to him tried to blow him up by digging under his residence and laying a mine. However, the distance was miscalculated and the explosion only brought down the room next to the one occupied by the illustrious gentleman.

With affairs at this juncture, he wasted no time waiting for another opportunity. Shortly afterwards, the entire royal family had to attend an official function, a sacrifice in a temple located about ten miles from Seoul. The Tai Uen Kun, citing a slight indisposition, excused himself from attending this particular function. When the royal procession reached the appointed place, an underground mine exploded just a few paces from where the King, the Queen and the Crown Prince were standing. The explosion cost a minister his life, while the royals were only saved by the poor quality of the fuse which burned at the wrong speed.

These events took place in early 1895 and shortly thereafter the Queen fell victim, this time for good, to a new conspiracy hatched by the Japanese with the help of the Tai Uen Kun. She was murdered in the most barbaric way in a room of the Palace and her body was burned in the Deer Park.
Other disturbances and riots followed. Meanwhile, Japanese troops occupied the city and the Palace itself, where the King, if not openly then certainly in reality, was held prisoner. But he could not forget the part played by the Japanese in the murder of his wife, and now that he was in their custody he feared more than ever for his own life. One fine morning, while all the guards thought he was still asleep, he left the Palace hidden in one of the sedans used to transport the ladies of the Court, and sought refuge in the Russian Legation. As soon as he arrived he ordered the dismissal of all the ministers of his former cabinet and had several beheaded. In this escape he was greatly helped by the two ladies Pak and Om; the latter, elevated from then on to the rank of Whang Kui Pi, the Sovereign’s Private Consort, is the same Lady Om who gave Western journalists so much trouble - not knowing how to render the title of Lady when applied to a Korean, they described her at different times as American, Russian or Japanese.

      The King remained in the Russian Legation for about a year waiting for his current residence to be built. He wanted the new Palace, Ciong Dong, to be built in the midst of the foreign Legations, for greater security.
Then in 1897, perhaps not content with having obtained the title of Independent King, and as if to compensate for past misfortunes, the king of Korea raised himself to the imperial dignity and changed the name of his state from Ciu-sen, or Kingdom of the Calm Morning, to Tai Han, or Empire of the Great Han - han being the generic name of the 13 large provincial divisions and the three ancient states of the peninsula, Ma-han, Pien-han and Cin-han,

Finally in February 1898 the Tai Uen Kun died, he whom a Korean writer so aptly described as a man with iron bowels and a heart of stone. But his death did not bring the misfortunes of the unhappy monarch to an end. In July of the same year a new conspiracy tried to force him to abdicate, and in September of the following year the imperial coffee was poisoned. Both the Emperor and the Crown Prince fell seriously ill but recovered later.

As can be seen from these broad outlines, the path of the Emperor of Korea has not always been strewn with roses, and new sorrows await him in the future. A Korean proverb says that some are born to smile and some are born for tears. Poor Emperor! He certainly has not had too much to smile about!
And yet, in the midst of all his misfortunes, he has always remained surprisingly serene of spirit, very good-natured and calm in a typically Oriental way. In this he is quite different from another equally unfortunate ruler, Sultan Abdul Hamìd, whose existence has become a real torture because he lives in continual fear of assassination. The Emperor of Korea, in contrast, has always remained calm and tranquil despite all the vicissitudes he has lived through, almost as if everything that has happened around him has not concerned him at all, as if all the manifestations of the outside world have had no effect on his spirit. This at least is how he appears, but who would dare claim to understand the  hidden mystery of an oriental mind?

Intellectually the Emperor is reputed to possess an expert knowledge both of complicated Chinese characters and of indigenous eur-min writing, a rare combination. He is also credited with a profound knowledge of Korean history, ancient and modern, and it is said that whenever his ministers or courtiers are in doubt about some point of history or some ancient custom, it is always the Emperor who settles the question with admirable exactness.

Although he is not regarded by his subjects with that religious veneration which the sovereigns of other Asian states expect to be shown, he is universally loved by his people. Very often complaints are heard about this or that minister, about this or that official, and popular discontent with the government is certainly very great; but you only ever hear kind and affectionate things said about the sovereign. The Emperor can justifiably claim to have a place in the hearts of his subjects.

Simple in his habits, he works mainly at night, and the councils of ministers, which he generally presides over, are almost always held at night. The animation around the Palace always begins after sunset, and throughout the night the small square of Ciong Dong resounds with the clamor of a whole legion of servants, porters, riders and dependents waiting for the great officers of state summoned on government business to come out of the Palace.

In all matters of state he always takes great interest in the condition of the people, displaying the deepest concern for the well-being of his subjects, but unfortunately he has no energy at all. This allows his courtiers to take advantage of his good nature, to the detriment of the very people whose happiness he desires.
He has always been accessible to foreigners, and it has always been very easy, not only for diplomats but also for ordinary European residents and even for tourists passing through the capital, to obtain an audience with him. Unfortunately the tourists, with some exceptions of course, have taken advantage of his accessibility to write a lot of silly nonsense about the Emperor and his Court on their return home.
Little protocol is required for these audiences, which are generally followed by a gala dinner offered in the name of the Emperor by the Minister of the Imperial House and the Grand Master of Ceremonies, but which the Emperor himself does not attend.

For diplomats or other representatives of foreign Powers, a company of soldiers is generally drawn up at the entrance to the imperial compound to render military honors. Guests are received on the threshold of the audience pavilion – an unimposing building of iron and stone, the work of a Russian engineer – by HE Min Ciun Muk, His Majesty’s old master of ceremonies, who is now half-deaf and in his dotage, but basically a very good man. The senior Court officials are gathered around him: Yun Ciun Ku, minister of the Imperial House, Ciò Ciung Ku, vice-minister, Ko Hi Kyong, the young and alert Head of the diplomatic office of the Palace, his brother Ko Hi Syeng, chief interpreter in the office for ceremonial events, Yi Keuk Yol, official interpreter for relations with the Italian Legation, and many others, with whom guests exchange a series of bows and greetings. Almost all of them, with the exception of the elderly ministers, generally speak English, and while waiting in the large entrance hall for the audience to begin, sipping tea, guests are soon engaged in interesting conversation with all these gentlemen.

Once inside, you immediately notice something very odd which you certainly did not expect to find: there is nothing oriental about the furniture or the decoration. A red carpet on the floor, a dozen Viennese-style chairs, and a table in the middle with Egyptian cigarettes, Havana cigars, tea, biscuits, baccarat glasses and German cups: in other words the room contains nothing Korean, except for a magnificent screen standing against one of the walls, embroidered in silk, depicting a band of Korean knights hard on the heels of a company of Chinese warriors in full flight - a real jewel. There you are in your tail-coat sipping your tea in this middle-class Western setting, surrounded by all these gentlemen with their bizarre silk clothes and curious butterfly hats, talking to you in English or French, or perhaps Russian or German, and you wonder whether you really are within the walls of an Eastern Court and not at some fancy-dress ball. Sometimes HE Min Yong Whan, commander-in-chief of the Korean army, His Majesty’s senior aide-de-camp and the late Queen’s brother, also attends these receptions, a very dignified and, it must be said, elegant figure in his gilded European uniform, laden with medals and stripes which he is only too pleased to show you. If some of his young officers are on duty with him, dressed in their impeccable uniform, assuming all the different poses which have come to typify young soldiers the world over, then the illusion is almost complete: the only things missing are the pretty faces of young girls, bare shoulders, the rustle of silk ... but the girls are there, behind the windows, lots of them with their little white faces and strange headdresses! They peep at you through the glass, their small eyes full of curiosity, but as soon as they realize you are observing them they fly away like a swarm of butterflies and the vast hall echoes with their high-pitched trills. They are the famous ghi-sang, the Palace dancers who are getting ready for the show you will attend after the imperial dinner.

But they have broken the spell: you were thinking of other faces, imagining other female forms, sweet faces of blond madonnas, large sky-blue eyes as deep as the sea, dusky maidens with eyes that shine like the sun, not those little dolls with their porcelain faces and a dull vague look in their small almond-shaped eyes. How distant Italy seems, how far away we feel from the world we belong to! One by one all the miles that separate you from your own people seem to pass in front of you at this moment, and you realize how very far you are from them: yes, there is no doubt about it, you are indeed in Korea, at the Court of the Emperor.
At this point a chamberlain arrives and announces that His Majesty is ready to receive you. You rise and follow the interpreters through a long series of low passages and wooden galleries, all in a state of venerable neglect, to reach the august presence of the Emperor.
When Europeans are granted an audience, they are usually received in a modest room that is open on one side overlooking a courtyard, where some of the Palace servants are going about their business. The room has no tables or chairs, only a carpet on the floor. There is nothing impressive in it.

The Emperor awaits you at the far end of the room, leaning against a small round table, with the Crown Prince by his side. He wears a rich tunic of yellow silk - the imperial color, which he can only wear since the independence of Korea was declared - with large dragons embroidered in gold on the shoulders and chest. On his head he wears a kind of solid tiara in violet-coloured silk with two thin transparent wings at the back rising vertically from the lower flap. His facial appearance is just as you expected: pale, plump, with two small slanted eyes, motionless and parted, and a few hairs, long and sparse, on the lips and chin. At first sight, his appearance is on the whole insignificant, but as soon as he turns to speak his face lights up with a pleasant smile, which produces a nice impression. Physically he is much smaller than the average Korean, and so throughout these audiences he usually remains upright, standing on a stool hidden behind the small table.

The Crown Prince is dressed like the Emperor, except that his tunic is red instead of yellow. In stature he is much taller than his father, but he does not produce the same pleasant impression on the viewer. An infinite number of stories are told about him and the moral of them all is that both physically and intellectually the august scion of the Imperial House of Korea is a true nobody. I cannot say to what extent this general opinion is true, but certainly seeing him does not encourage one to think differently.

A number of generals dressed in European style - or, to be more exact, in the style of the Japanese army, on which the Koreans have modelled their current military uniforms –, wearing their medals and stripes, are lined up along the sides of the room, their eyes fixed on the ground and their back bent in a continuous bow of respect and devotion. Behind the Emperor hangs the portrait of the tall, corpulent Guardian of the Gate of Happiness, the Grand Eunuch, whose enormous face seems to dominate the whole picture.
On entering the room you make the customary three bows and one by one you are introduced to His Majesty and the Crown Prince. The Emperor receives you with a smile and a bow and shakes hands only if you are a diplomat accredited to his government. On this point Korean etiquette is inflexible: there are nine representatives of foreign Powers in Seoul, and the Emperor shakes hands with these nine people and no-one else. There are no exceptions. It sometimes happens, at a change of representatives, that a diplomat who is leaving his post is received at the same audience as his successor; in this case the Emperor will shake hands with the latter and dismiss the departing diplomat with a graceful bow.

Once the introductions are over, assuming that you have been granted an audience as a simple courtesy and not to discuss official business, His Majesty, who only speaks Korean, leans towards the interpreter at your side and whispers a few sentences. The interpreter receives the august words with head bowed and eyes fixed on the floor, in an attitude of the greatest reverence, and then turns to you and translates them:

“His Majesty the Emperor wishes to know how you are”.

You hurry to answer that you are very well and the interpreter immediately translates your words to the Sovereign, who smiles at you and with various bows tries to show that he is pleased.
Now it is the turn of the Crown Prince, who also leans towards the interpreter and raps out a sentence which is immediately translated:

“ His Highness the Crown Prince wishes to know how you are doing”.

The audience proceeds at this pace. You, of course, inquire first about His Majesty’s health and then about the Crown Prince’s, and so after a good twenty minutes everyone has exchanged information about the others’ health. As can be seen, if the conversation cannot be said to proceed very quickly, it cannot be said to be very varied either.

After two or three more conventional remarks of similar importance, usually repeated each time by the Crown Prince, which means you have to make two identical answers, the hearing is over and you can withdraw. The strangest thing you remember about the audience is the curious figure of the Crown Prince bouncing on one foot, when it was not his turn to repeat his father's question, laughing occasionally, approaching you to observe a button or a medal with great interest, and communicating his observations to the four generals in the wings, who bend even lower on hearing the august words.

While I was in Seoul it happened that for the first time, the ladies of the Diplomatic Corps were invited to the audience held before the New Year's Eve gala dinner. After the audience, at which  the Emperor received the diplomats and their wives together, the ladies were invited to go to the adjoining room, where the Crown Princess wished to receive them (following the death of the Queen, and since Lady Om has no official position in European eyes, the Princess is the highest ranking lady at the Korean Court). We men, not being admitted by etiquette to the presence of the august lady, were invited to leave the room.

There followed an amusing little scene: the husbands did not want to leave their wives alone with all those Koreans or, at least, wanted to wait for them in the same room, and said so to their hosts. Some confusion arose, with the chamberlain, the master of ceremonies, the interpreters and the generals each expressing their opinion and we diplomats, all lined up, looking at the Emperor. His Majesty, poor man, turned this way and that, smiled at everyone and, as they say in Tuscany, clearly did not know which fish to catch. I no longer remember exactly what was finally agreed - whether we would wait for the ladies or they would join us in the waiting room - but I can still visualize the amusing little scene with all the to-ing and fro-ing and the raised voices of the courtiers in the presence of the embarrassed Emperor.

If the audience is to be followed by a dinner, you are led from the audience room to a vast veranda where, while waiting to be called to the dining room, you are entertained by the music of the imperial band - a real band of thirty players, perfectly attired in European dress, doing their best under the baton of a good German bandmaster, Herr Franz Eckert. This gentleman, after spending several years in Japan organizing their military bands, suffered the same fate as other European employees of the Japanese government, which fired them all one fine day. From Japan he came to Korea to offer his services. First he composed the Korean national anthem, and now, after a couple of years of hard tenacious work, he has managed to put together this band, which, after all, is no worse than many others making a lot of noise on the streets of Italy.

The musical interlude usually lasts for about an hour, giving you plenty of time to observe the curious clothes of the ministers, masters of ceremonies and interpreters who are always in attendance. The costume worn at the Korean Court is still the classic Chinese costume of the Ming dynasty. This was abolished in the Middle Empire with the advent of the current Manchurian dynasty, and an educated Chinese person, if he were to find himself in the midst of these Korean courtiers, would feel much as we Italians do when we attend official functions of the English Court, where we feel like a descendent who suddenly finds himself in the middle of a convivial meeting of ancestors who lived four or five centuries earlier. Of course, you are not an educated Chinaman and, we must admit it quite honestly, you know nothing of the history of these costumes and have no reason to indulge in flights of fantasy at the sight of such strange fashions. So let us just observe them: formal court dress is identical for everyone and basically consists of a large tunic of very fine silk gauze, usually dark green or dark blue in colour, open at the front and at the back, worn over a white silk garment which forms the collar, and fastened on the right side by a large knot to a flap of the same material as the tunic. A thin silk cord passed under the armpits and knotted over the chest indicates a degree of seniority, and only certain officials are entitled to this accessory. The highest-ranking officials also wear a rich metal belt, of interwoven silver strands or encrusted with square-shaped precious stones.  This belt is held up by two invisible straps fixed under the arms, and is held in position around the chest and the back at a distance of some ten centimetres from the body. These belts are a very curious sight: they make you think of jugglers, holding a small hoop in their hands and demonstrating their agility by jumping in and out of it very quickly. Looking at these serious ministers you expect to see them jump out of their bejewelled hoop at any moment.

At one time Korean officials wore a sort of surplice over the front and back of the tunic – as still happens in China – embroidered with a tiger, an unicorn, a stork, and so on, according to their rank. Now that this sign of rank has been abolished, if you want to be sure of the correct rank of all these officials, you have to look closely at the buttons they wear behind the ears on the headband holding their long hair in place. Depending on their degree of seniority, the buttons will be of unworked jade, carved jade or gold. The hat in use at the Court is also different from the ordinary Korean chimney-pot hat, but it is just as original: in colour it is also black, it is made of very light silk and very thin bamboo fibre, and in shape it closely resembles the horn-shaped cap of the Venetian Doges. In addition, two small transparent wings are fixed to the back of the hat. They are curved forward, and as a result Europeans call it a butterfly hat.
The music finally comes to an end and around eight o'clock a chamberlain comes to announce that dinner is ready.

If you were expecting an oriental meal, as is customary in Beijing, you would be disappointed. If, on the other hand, you liked the idea of ​​a European dinner better, I must say right away that your every expectation will be far exceeded, since of all the various public services in Korea, that of the imperial kitchen is without a doubt the best organized. All the credit for this must go to the good Miss Sontag, an Alsatian lady who came to Korea as companion to the wife of the Russian Ambassador, at the time of the sovereign’s escape to the Russian Legation, and then stayed on in the service of the Imperial Court as director of European-style catering.
The dinner, which, I repeat, is always excellent and without equal anywhere else in Korea, is served entirely by Korean servants, impeccably dressed all in white. As for the diners, the Koreans are rather quiet during the meal. In their view every word spoken is a mouthful lost, and if they do not say much they certainly eat a lot.
Some things are the same the world over, and in Korea too the end of the banquet signals the start of the toasts. As soon as you propose a toast, one of the interpreters rises to translate it in Korean for his countrymen and translates the toasts proposed by the ministers into English or French for your benefit.

When dinner is over, you are escorted back to the veranda. The military band, which has continued to play for your entertainment throughout the meal, then retires and its place is taken by a band of native musicians, dressed in red, with curious black cardboard hats and a whole collection of infernal instruments. These produce a series of sounds so painful and deafening, that you need really strong nerves to survive them. How can I describe a Korean symphony? Imagine the howl of the storm, the hiss of the wind, the crash of lightning, the sound of chains dragged along the pavement, the creaking of rusty hinges, the chirping of cicadas, the screech of a fingernail on slate: all the loudest, most spasmodic noises that man can produce follow one another, double back, blend together, rise to the highest pitch, and then suddenly cease before starting again, shriller and more insistent than before. In a word, it is torture, real torture.

And now, to the sound of that music, the graceful ghi-sang, the charming girls with nimble little feet and modulated voices, accomplished in all the fine arts, move forward to begin their dances.

No ceremony is ever organized at the Palace without a troop of ghi-sang, with their multi-coloured costumes and strange headdress, consisting of a tiny golden crown, set with a thousand pearls and glittering sequins, on top of an enormous mass of hair, mostly false, curiously piled up on their head.

They advance ever so lightly, seeming to barely graze the floor, moving to a rhythm which they alone can discern in the din of the infernal music; they wave the wide veils they are holding slowly, rhythmically this way and that; they bow, they turn, they weave strange figures, and end up influencing you, attracting your attention. The music is still as loud as before, but gradually, helped by the rhythm of the dances, you too begin to discern a theme, a kind of leitmotiv which recurs over and over again, unfolds, seems suddenly to give way to another theme, only to reappear, insistent and monotonous, leading the dancers to repeat the same moves and the same weightless steps. They represent a succession of ancient myths, very old dances composed in centuries long past, regulated by precise rules, the subject of a whole literature; every step, every move has its precise meaning, and your hosts are stirred at the sight of them, uplifted, their faces alight with enthusiasm. They know the meaning of the dances, but you do not; for a good half-hour you also take an interest in the show, which is very original, but then you start to tire of it and after an hour – the usual length of the performance – you are frankly exhausted. In my case, I do not know by what strange association of ideas, those dances ended up putting me in mind of certain old passages of seventeenth-century writers, and made me sleepy.

The majority of these girls come from the province of Pyeng-an, which produces many beauties. They are the main ornament of every Korean festival, and the most beautiful among them are reserved for the service of the Court. Unlike the other women of the peninsula, who spend their lives in the seclusion of their home, these ghi-sang enjoy greater freedom, which they put to good use - their expensive company is highly sought after by the youth of the capital. There are naturally more of them in Seoul than elsewhere, but every provincial town, however small, boasts its troop of ghi-sang too. They correspond very closely to the famous gheshe of Japan, although they are far from possessing all the captivating femininity of their Japanese counterparts; and like them, they are the heroines of a thousand popular novels. Although they usually earn their living from their relaxed lifestyle rather than their dancing skills, quite a few end up making a good marriage. 
After the dancing comes the singing, as planned in the programme for the evening. The dancers retire and with them the infernal music, and their place is taken by a dozen of the most famous singers of Pyeng-yang, tall serious men, who advance slowly in line, while one of them beats furiously on a long drum shaped like an hourglass, their strange and sole accompaniment. They sing in turn, one after the other, softly then shrilly, like all Orientals; their song is a slow, sad chant, with long drawn-out notes, occasionally making way for a lively, hurried chorus which they all sing together, making the fast drumbeats even louder. There is something liturgical and atmospheric about the solo passages, and it is a pity that the singing, like the dancing, generally goes on for too long, because, in smaller doses, it could also be very pleasant.

After the singing, the ceremony is over, and you are finally free to leave. Depending on your temperament, your impressions of the evening spent at the Imperial Court of Korea may well vary, but there is one thing you cannot deny – everyone involved has gone to a great deal of trouble to make it an enjoyable experience which you will remember with pleasure. If they have not altogether succeeded, this is due, not so much to any shortcomings on their part as to the undeniable fact that Eastern art – music, singing, dancing – does not have the same emotional appeal for Westerners as for Orientals.

Meanwhile, as you set out for home, surrounded by twenty or so Palace servants carrying big lanterns which cast strange shadows on the walls of the sleeping city, the North Door of the Palace opens to admit the ministers on their way to Council. The Emperor can now get down to work.
