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THE NAKED TREE 
LIVES AGAIN

When I think of The Naked Tree, what comes 
to mind is the tatami room on the second 
floor of a Japanese-style building that used 
to be my father’s factory. My mother wrote 
the first draft there. I wonder if anyone is 
aware of this fact...

During the summer of 1970, it was very hot, 
and I can still recall the smell of that old, 
crumbling tatami mat, threadbare in places  
and rough in texture. Propped up like a 
tree against the wall was a wooden work-
bench one wouldn't imagine using as a desk. 
Though I can picture her old exercise book, 
in which she'd written the draft, I have no 
memories of watching her write, believe it or 
not. When did she write over 1,200 pages?

Yet I should have known it was a story in the 
making, because she always said, “One day, 
I’m going to write about Park Su-geun, how 

he drew portraits for the American soldiers 
at the PX. Your father knew him well, too.”

Her words had seemed like a resolution, a 
forecast of what was to come.

I will never forget the day her debut work was 
published. A two-column, vertically written 
book that one received as a bonus with the 
purchase of the magazine Women's Dong-a, 
The Naked Tree  so captivated me that I 
couldn’t put it down for even a moment. At 
the same time, I was overcome by an inexpli-
cable awkwardness.

While I felt her pain as though it were my 
own, I couldn’t help shuddering at her words. 
No longer did she seem like the mother who 
planted flower seedlings with an affectionate 
smile. Or the mother who was happy and 
proud of making our clothes from scratch.  
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“I wrote my debut novel at the age of forty, but I remember writing it  
with the youthful, simple innocence of someone under twenty.  
Maybe that’s why it doesn’t feel like I was forty when I wrote it.”

—PARK WAN-SUH from the afterword in the original 1985 edition of The Naked Tree



I became the banished child, the babe not 
ready to be weaned. Feeling a profound 
sense of loss, as if I had been expelled from 
the Garden of Eden, I mumbled to myself, 

"What do I do now?" 

The day I first read The Naked Tree had felt 
like the tension brewing before a revolution, 
the quiet before a typhoon. However, it did 
not change my mother’s life as drastically as 
I expected. In the forty years since then, she 
has written many books and our family has 
experienced various ups and downs, but 
my mother remained humble and steadfast 
throughout. Was it because she wrote with 
the same spirit for all of her career, from The 
Naked Tree to her very last work? Having 
watched from the sidelines all these years, I 
am amazed by it all.

I must admit, when I first read Keum Suk’s 
draft, I was uncomfortable with some of the 
changes. I’m sure it didn’t help that I was unfa-
miliar with the medium of comics, but I found 
it difficult to enter an interpretation of my  
mother’s world, especially now that my par-
ents were part of the narrative. However, 
after rereading it several times, I noticed it 
had a kind of charm different from that of the 
original. It was as though the artist had bur-
rowed into my mother’s soul to bring out the 
intentions of the original story, while flesh-
ing out the characters and scenes in a fresh, 
imaginative way, breathing new life and  
humor into the work. Some moments left me 
in tears, while some made me feel the flutters 
of youth and love. They will all stay with me 
for a long time.

I am deeply grateful to Keum Suk, who worked 
long and hard to complete this work. I would 
also like to thank the publisher and editors for 
their tireless efforts to publish this graphic novel. 







Prologue





Ack!

time to get up!

It’s too bright.  
Close the curtain!

I said close 
the curtain, 
not open the 

window!



Isn’t it  
refreshing?

The yellow gingko leaves 
are falling one by one. 
When it rains, the trees 

will become bare.

Hmmmrph!

I could catch 
a cold.



I told you to 
shut the window!

It’s Sunday. Can’t I 
sleep in a little?

Oh, I forgot
it’s Sunday!



Oh, didn’t you say my 
brother’s family is 
visiting today?

Huh?!

What  
is it?

The disheveled hair, the tired eyes. 
All of a sudden, this middle-aged man 
seems like a stranger.

I was planning 
on resting…



Why are you looking 
at me like that?

The newspaper...it...

What does 
it say?

What’s the matter?

Huh?

There it Is—"The late" 
written in front of Park 
Su-geun’s name. We’d 
known him in our youth.

I feel a sharp pang 
in my chest.



What’s the use of a 
solo exhibition after 

the man’s gone?

He never got to have one 
when he was alive.

What good is 
art anyway?

Eating well, being 
comfortable—that’s
what matters.

Man,  
I’m beat.

Lemme sleep for 
another five minutes.



Park Su-geun… Park Su-geun… 
I never  I never  
thought I’d  thought I’d  
hear that  hear that  
name again.name again.

carefully, I coax out the story I’d long kept buried in my heart.



It was a difficult, unhappy time. Embers 
that threatened to spark into flames at 
any moment smoldered in my chest. 

This is a portrait of my stormy youth... 



My reminiscence of  
a painter I once knew.

In this story, the penniless  
Park Su-geun, who was  

“just a painter,” will take on  
a different name. I will, too.









1951

1951





Following the North Korean invasion of 
South Korea on June 25, 1950, South Korean 
forces were driven back to the Nakdong 
River, but they started a counterattack  
with the help of U.N. forces.

On September 15, the Battle of Incheon 
resulted in a decisive victory for the 

U.N. forces. Then on September 28, 
after two weeks of fierce fighting, 

they reclaimed Seoul, the  
South Korean capital, from  

the North Koreans.



It didn’t last long, though. From December through early January, further 
assaults by the Korean People’s Army and the People’s Volunteer Army 

were deployed by Communist China, leaving the U.N. forces  
no choice but to evacuate Seoul.

The recapturing of Seoul by the communist army 
is referred to as the January-Fourth Retreat.



The communist troops advanced all the 
way to Pyeongtaek, Gyeonggi Province, 

but the U.N. Forces held them at bay.

On March 15, 1951, the U.N. forces 
retook Seoul and pushed back 
the Communist opposition to 
the 38th Parallel.



Still, the damage was done. People 
in war-torn Seoul had endured 
the terror, fear, and hunger 

brought on by the war.



By late fall that 
year, I was twenty 

years old.



Hello.
Huh?

Hi!*

I always get so 
sleepy in the 
afternoon.

Hmm…

What’s the matter with me? I’m lucky to 
get a sale, even if I butter them up.  
I gotta turn on the charm!

Really beautiful! This is  
my first time see such 
beautiful girl!

You are 
lucky guy!!

*Italics denote words spoken in english.

She’s pretty.



How about her picture on this silk 
scarf and give her as present?

It’s rayon, but he’ll 
never know the 

difference. I’m getting 
good at swindling  

these guys.  
Heh heh 

She will love!  
She will love you more.

We make the 
most from 
scarves.

So buy 
this one, 

okay?

No.

Gimme the 
smallest one.

Cheapskate.

Three dollars. 
When you pick up?

The day after 
tomorrow at 

the latest.

I’ve got to  
go back to the 

front.

Front where?

How’s war 
these days?

Yanggu.

WhY‘d I bother 
asking that?

Goddamn Yanggu.

What’s it to him 
how this war  

is going?

It ’d better be 
finished before 

I leave.



Good paintings 
take long time.

We can mail to 
her if you want.

Nope. I don’t 
need it mailed.

Huh?

It’s for me.

Since I can’t hold 
her, I want to 
hold her picture 
every day.

The day after 
tomorrow! Got it?

What?

Another power 
outage? It’s cloudy 

and dark as it is.

Of course this 
happens right when
work comes in.

So which one 
of you should I 
give the job to?


