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Near-death experiences in 19th century Korean tales
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A near-death experience (NDE) takes place during clinically diagnosed death or a life-threatening
coma due to an accident or an illness [1]. Trauma patients are at the edge of life and death. Trauma
doctors play tug of war against the grim reaper. If we win, the trauma victim lives. If we lose, the
patient dies [2]. Thereafter, NDE is not uncommon phenomenon in trauma patients.

NDEs usually consist of components such as an out-of-body experience, a tunnel experience,
encountering a “being of light,” standing in front of a wall, and returning to their body. Even
though there are some differences among NDEs according to each person’s unique circumstances,
they appear very similar as a whole [3,4].

In Korean tales, there are many tales of returning from the underworld after several days or even
weeks; however, there are very few examples of personal NDEs at the moment of impending death
[5]. I introduce two cases of NDEs at the moment of impending death from a book named Tales
from the Green Hills, which represents the reality and customs of Korean society in the 18th and
19th century Joseon dynasty [6].

Case 1. Tales from the Green Hills, book 4, chapter 9

One day, Mr. Nam fell ill, and all medicines proved useless. His status became critical, and his care-
giver began to prepare for his death. Everyone was startled and lost their heads. At dawn, the pa-
tient suddenly rolled in bed and sobbed and said, "It's strange.” Everyone marveled and asked,
"What is strange?" Mr. Nam asked for thin rice gruel, and the family prepared it. After taking two
or three sips, he sat up and said, “Two messengers from the underworld took me to a government
Received: April 25, 2022 official of the underworld, stopped and left me outside the door, and went in. After a while, an offi-
Accepted: June 27, 2022 cial came out and asked me: 'Aren't you Mr. Nam living in Gyeongseong?' [...] He said, Tam the

grandfather of Mr. Shin, who lives in a village of Bongsan. In the dark underworld, I was deeply
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in my list of lifespans (Fig. 1). You are relieved now; go back’ Immediately, he ordered the messen-
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Case 2. Tales from the Green Hills, book 9, chapter 3

Jonghee alone was taking care of his sick father. He felt that his fa-
ther was getting cold. Jonghee hurriedly boiled a thin rice gruel,
made a stab wound in his fingers with a knife, and mixed the
blood into the thin rice gruel. He opened his father’s mouth and
poured the blood-mixed gruel into it (Fig. 2). After consuming
half of the bowl, his father began to breathe again through the
nose and mouth. After finishing the entire bowl, he was com-
pletely revived. Everyone in the family heard a voice saying:
“Jonghee, heaven was touched by your devotion, and the under-
world allowed your father to return.” The family members ac-
knowledged that the voice was from Jonghee’s maternal grandfa-
ther, Yoon Kyum, who had passed away a long time ago. Jong-
hee’s father gradually recovered [6].

In case 1, before the deceased arrived at the gates of the under-
world and was tried before King Yama, the grandfather of an ac-
quaintance, who was now an official of the underworld, extended
the sick manss lifespan to repay him for his kindness. Thereafter,
he was able to return to this world again. This episode shows the
Buddhist concept of causal retribution, known as karma.

Case 2 portrays details scenes of a devoted son dripping blood
from his fingers into a thin boiled rice gruel to save his sick fa-
ther. In the background of the miraculous recovery of his father,

Fig. 1. An official of the underworld lengthened the lifespan of Mr.
Nam, who had just arrived at the gates of the underworld. Illustration
by Hye Won Hu, MA.
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we can note the Buddhist concepts of causality, Confucian recog-
nition of the grace of his action by his maternal grandfather, and
the way of heaven being touched by the son’s devotion and pro-
longing his father’s life [5].

An NDE is a personal experience associated with impending
death, encompassing multiple possible sensations, including de-
tachment from the body, feelings of levitation, total serenity, se-
curity, warmth, and the presence of a light. In case 1, the patient
experienced detachment from the body followed by returning. In
case 2, the patient, as well as his family, heard the voice of their
deceased ancestor, for whom they held Confucian memorial ser-
vices [7].

NDE is a fascinating phenomenon and some trauma victims
experience during physical crises or periods of apparent clinical
death. When trauma surgeons as well as critical care trauma
nurses are familiar with the characteristics of the experience,
medical personnel can assist trauma victims to understand avail-
able information about NDEs. Moreover, we are able to assist vic-
tims and their families to understand the meanings of the NDE
and how it affects their lives [8].

Tales from the Green Hills, published in the middle of the 19th
century, is an excellent source for understanding the language
and customs of the 18th and 19th century Joseon dynasty. Al-
though it is not an official history, the above two cases are
thought to be the oldest records of NDEs in Korea.

Fig. 2. A devoted son is dripping blood from his fingers into a thin
boiled rice gruel to save his sick father. Illustration by Hye Won Hu,
MA.
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