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 Like any other language, Korean is full of idioms both in speech and in text. Idioms can 
be a challenge for language learners, because their fi gurative meanings cannot easily be 
derived from their literal meanings. For example, the Korean expression  국수를   먹다  lit-
erally means ‘to eat noodles’. This expression can be used literally, as in  점심   때   국수를  
 먹었어요  (‘I ate noodles for lunch’). However, when it is used fi guratively, it means ‘to 
hold a wedding’. For example,  언제   국수   먹어요 ? means ‘When is the big day?’ Idioms 
are often linked to the cultural practices and traditions of those who use them. For example, 
traditionally in Korea, noodles were served at wedding banquets. The long noodles were 
a symbol of wishing the newlyweds a long and happy life together. By learning Korean 
idioms, you can gain insight into the culture and thoughts of Korean speakers, and improve 
your Korean profi ciency overall. 

 This book explains 500 common Korean idioms. In this book, ‘idioms’ are broadly defi ned 
as phrases or sentences that involve fi gurative meaning. They include fi xed phrases, prov-
erbs, slang, colloquialisms, and common metaphorical expressions. The book is designed 
for Korean language learners at or above the intermediate level who wish to expand the 
scope of their vocabulary and expressions as well as for those who want to enrich their abil-
ity to communicate effectively and naturally in Korean. 

 Organization of entries 
 In this book, idioms are arranged in the order of the Korean alphabet. That is, they follow the 
dictionary sequence of Korean consonants and vowels. 

 The order of consonant letters:  ㄱ ,  ㄲ ,  ㄴ ,  ㄷ ,  ㄸ ,  ㄹ ,  ㅁ ,  ㅂ ,  ㅃ ,  ㅅ ,  ㅆ ,  ㅇ ,  ㅈ ,  ㅉ ,  ㅊ , 
 ㅋ ,  ㅌ ,  ㅍ ,  ㅎ  

 The order of vowel letters:  ㅏ ,  ㅐ ,  ㅑ ,  ㅒ ,  ㅓ ,  ㅔ ,  ㅕ ,  ㅖ ,  ㅗ ,  ㅘ ,  ㅙ ,  ㅚ ,  ㅛ ,  ㅜ ,  ㅝ ,  ㅞ  
 ㅟ ,  ㅠ ,  ㅡ ,  ㅢ  

 Presentation of entries 
 As shown in the following example, each entry is presented with its defi nition, an explana-
tion of its meaning or usage, and two examples of its use. 

  뒷북뒷북   치다치다  
 to make a fuss after the event; to hear the news too late; to be behind the beat 
 [lit.] to play the drum late 

<Informal> When a person is slow in catching up 
with news or updates, he or she is said to  뒷북  
 치다  (‘play the drum belatedly’).

 •  소식 : news 
 •  사귀다 : to date, to go out 
 • ~ ㄴ대 ( 요 ): They say ~, I hear ~ 

 Introduction 
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 For example, if you talk or fuss about something 
that everybody knows or about something that 
happened a while ago, you will be told  뒷북   치고  
 계시네요  (‘You are playing the drum too late’). 
The noun  뒷북  may also be used, in phrases such 
as  뒷북이시네요  (‘You are a belated drum’). 
This expression is mostly used between close 
ones in a casual conversation and not toward 
one’s seniors or elders. 

 1.  가 :  야 ,  너   그   소식   들었냐 ?  창석이랑   수지랑  
 사귄대 . 

  Hey, did you know? Apparently Changsok and 
Suzy are dating. 

   나 :  웬   뒷북 ?  다   아는   사실인데 . 
  You’re so late! Everybody knows that. 
   가 :  그래 ?  나만   몰랐던   거야 ? 
  Really? I’m the only one that didn’t know? 

 2.  가 :  야 ,  내일   경제학   강의   취소   됐대 . 
  Hey, I heard that our economics class 

tomorrow was canceled. 
   나 :  알고   있어 .  뒷북   치지   마 . 
  I know. You’re a little late. 

 •  사실 : fact, truth 
 •  모르다 : to not know 
 •  ㄴ   거야 : Is it that ~ 
 •  경제학 : economics 
 •  강의 : lecture, class 
 •  취소되다 : to be canceled 

 1. The idiom and its fi gurative and literal meaning 

 Each entry starts with a Korean idiom and is followed by its fi gurative meaning and literal 
meaning. Its literal meaning is indicated by ‘[lit.]’. 

 2. Type of expression 

 When applicable and necessary, the type of idiom is indicated using brackets < >.  

 <Informal>: ‘Informal’ indicates that the idiom is typically used in informal and casual 
settings. It is best to refrain from using such idioms in formal or professional settings. 

 <Colloquial>: Colloquial expressions are most frequently used in ordinary oral conversa-
tions, although sometimes found in formal speech or writing. 

 <Slang>: When using expressions marked as ‘slang’, it is best to take context and 
appropriateness into account. Acceptable use of slang is often restricted to people of 
equal or younger age, close acquaintances, and highly casual settings. Some slang 
expressions may be short-lived: they may be frequently used for a period of time but 
then quickly die out. 

 <Proverb>: A proverb is a popular saying that typically presents the experience of the 
speaker or the wisdom or lesson gained from the experience. Since some proverbs 
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have been handed down for many generations, they include archaic or obsolete words 
that are rarely used in modern Korean. The boundary between proverbs and idiomatic 
phrases can be vague or ambiguous. In labeling a phrase as a ‘proverb’, I referred to 
the Korean Standard Dictionary by the National Institute of Korean Language (http://
stdweb2.korean.go.kr/main.jsp), which classifi es proverbs and idiomatic phrases on 
separate pages. 

 <Vulgar>: Vulgar expressions are unrefi ned, crude, and indecent. They are ‘low talk’, 
lacking in good taste. I recommend that you not use vulgar words, but you may still 
need to understand them as they are used in movies, dramas, and casual conversations. 

 <Derogatory>: Some idiomatic expressions involve disdain, a demeaning attitude, or a 
lack of respect toward someone or something. Use these expressions with caution. 

 3. Explanation 

 Following the literal and fi gurative meaning of each idiom, further explanations of the idiom 
are provided as needed, which include the idiom’s usage, its origins, its historical/cultural 
background (if any), and common situations in which it is used. 

 4. Example usages 

 Two numbered examples are presented to help you understand the usage of each idiom. In 
creating these examples, I took into account various contexts and situations in which the 
idiom can be used. To increase the authenticity of the examples, I frequently referred to 
the Internet and Korean media (TV dramas, news, movies, books, etc.) as well as personal 
conversations with acquaintances. However, such samples of authentic Korean language 
were altered or modifi ed enough to suit this book and avoid any copyright issues. 

 In translating each example sentence into English, I focused more on conveying and 
encapsulating the nuances and connotation of the sentence than on offering a literal trans-
lation. However, you will still be able to grasp the literal meaning of certain words and 
phrases by referring to the vocabulary and grammar column on the right-hand side of 
each entry. 

 5. Vocabulary and grammar 

 The right-hand column of each idiom entry provides defi nitions of words and grammar pat-
terns used in example sentences. 

 References 
 The main reference I used in selecting idioms for inclusion in this book was  국립국어원  
 표준국어대사전  (National Institute of Korean Language’s Korean Standard Dictionary), 
available at http://stdweb2.korean.go.kr/main.jsp. I fi rst reviewed the entire list of idiomatic 
phrases and proverbs in the Korean Standard Dictionary and then selected about 600 by 
excluding expressions that are less commonly used in modern Korean (based on my knowl-
edge and intuition as a native Korean speaker). I narrowed the list to approximately 390 
idioms with the help of other native Korean speakers, who provided input regarding which 
ones are more frequently used. And then I added about 110 idioms to the list. These were 

http://stdweb2.korean.go.kr/main.jsp
http://stdweb2.korean.go.kr/main.jsp
http://stdweb2.korean.go.kr/main.jsp
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mostly contemporary expressions such as slang, newly coined phrases, and colloquialisms I 
had compiled over the past few years. The selection of 500 common idioms, therefore, was 
not based on any quantitative data, such as the frequency of each idiom in a specifi c corpus. 
However, efforts were made, through the procedures mentioned above, to include those 
idiomatic expressions or set phrases that are most commonly used by native speakers today 
in spoken or written communication. 



  1  가난이     죄  
  2  가는     날이     장날  
  3  가는     말이     고와야     오는     말이     곱다  
  4  가닥을     잡다  
  5  가만히     있으면     중간이나     가지  
  6  가방끈이     길다 / 짧다  
  7  가슴에     못을     박다  
  8  가슴이     철렁하다  
  9  가시방석에     앉다  
 10  가재는     게     편  
 11  간뎅이가     부었군 ! 
 12  간에     기별도     안     가다  
 13  간에     붙었다     쓸개에     붙었다     한다  
 14  간이     배     밖으로     나오다 ;  간이     크다  
 15  간     떨리다 ;  간이     작다  
 16  갈수록     태산  
 17  갈피를     못     잡다  
 18  감투를     쓰다  
 19  갑질하다  
 20  강     건너     불     구경하듯  
 21  강단에     서다  
 22  갖고     놀다  
 23  개구리     올챙이     적     생각 ( 을 )  못     한다  
 24  개나     소나  
 25  개천에서     용     나다  
 26  거기서     거기  
 27  거울로     삼다  
 28  걱정도     팔자다  
 29  걱정을     붙들어     매다  
 30  경종을     울리다  
 31  고무신     거꾸로     신다  
 32  고배를     마시다  
 33  고생     끝에     낙이     온다  
 34  골     때리다  
 35  골치를     앓다  
 36  골탕     먹다  
 37  골탕     먹이다  
 38  구렁이     담     넘어     가듯 ( 이 ) 
 39  국물도     없다  

 40  국수     먹다  
 41  굴뚝같다  
 42  굴러온     호박  
 43  굿이나     보고     떡이나     먹으면     된다  
 44  귀가     따갑도록     듣다  
 45  귀를     의심하다  
 46  귀신이     곡할     노릇이다  
 47  귀에     거슬리다  
 48  귀에     들어가다  
 49  귀에     못 ( 이 )  박히도록     듣다  
 50  그게     어디예요 ? 
 51  그     나물에     그     밥  
 52  그러게     말이에요  
 53  그러면     그렇지  
 54  그런가     하면  
 55  그런     게     어딨어 ? 
 56  그렇고     그런     사이  
 57  그릇이     작다 / 크다  
 58  그림의     떡  
 59  그림이     좋다  
 60  금강산도     식후경  
 61  기가     꺾이다 ;  기를     꺾다  
 62  기가     막히다  
 63  기가     살다 ;  기를     살리다  
 64  기를     쓰고  
 65  기가     죽다 ;  기를     죽이다  
 66  기가     차다  
 67  기를     펴다  
 68  기염을     토하다  
 69  긴가민가하다  
 70  길고     짧은     것은     대어 / 재어     보아야   

  안다  
 71 ( 떡     줄     사람은     생각도     안     하는데 ) 

 김칫국부터     마신다  
 72  깜빡했어요  
 73  깨가     쏟아지다  
 74  꺼져 ! 
 75  꼬리가     잡히다  
 76  꼬리를     내리다  

 List of entries 
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  77  꼬리를     치다  
  78  꼬리표가     붙다  
  79  꼬투리 ( 를 )  잡다  
  80  꽁무니 ( 를 )  빼다  
  81  꽉     잡고     있다  
  82  꿀     먹은     벙어리  
  83  꿈도     야무지다  
  84  꿈보다     해몽이     좋다  
  85  꿔다     놓은     보릿자루  
  86  꿩     대신     닭  
  87  끝내준다  
  88  나     몰라라     하다  
  89  나사가     풀리다  
  90  난다긴다     하는     사람  
  91  날개     돋치게     팔리다  
  92  남의     눈에     눈물     나게     하면     제   

  눈에는     피눈물 ( 이 )  난다  
  93  남의     떡이     더     커     보인다  
  94  남의     잔치에     감     놓아라     배     놓아라   

  한다  
  95  남이사  
  96  낮말은     새가     듣고     밤말은     쥐가   

  듣는다  
  97  내가     쏠게  
  98  내가     하면     로맨스     남이     하면     불륜  
  99  내     눈에     흙이     들어가기 / 들어오기   

  전에는  
 100  내     코가     석자다  
 101  너나     잘해 ! 
 102  너     나     할     것     없이  
 103  너     많이     컸다  
 104  녹초가     되다  
 105  놀고     있네  
 106  누가  ~  아니랄까     봐  
 107  누구     맘대로 ? 
 108  누울     자리     봐     가며     발을     뻗어라  
 109  누워서     떡 먹기  
 110  누워서     침 뱉기  
 111  누이     좋고     매부     좋다  
 112  눈     가리고     아웅  
 113  눈     감아     주다  
 114  눈독 ( 을 )  들이다  
 115  눈     밖에     나다  
 116  눈     앞이     캄캄하다  
 117  눈에     넣어도     아프지     않다  
 118  눈에는     눈     이에는     이  
 119  눈에     밟히다  

 120  눈에     뵈는     게     없다  
 121  눈에     불을     켜고  
 122  눈에     아른거리다  
 123  눈에     차다 ;  눈에     안     차다  
 124  눈엣가시  
 125  눈에     콩깍지가     씌다  
 126  눈을     붙이다  
 127  눈을     의심하다  
 128  눈을     씻고     봐도  
 129  눈이     높다  
 130  눈이     뒤집히다  
 131  눈이     맞다  
 132  눈이     멀다  
 133  눈이     빠지도록     기다리다  
 134  눈이     삐다  
 135  눈코     뜰     새 ( 가 )  없다  
 136  다름이     아니라 ;  다른     게     아니라  
 137  다리를     놓다  
 138  다리     뻗고     자다  
 139  달밤에     체조하다  
 140  담을     쌓다  
 141  대박 ! 
 142  대박 ( 이 )  나다 / 터지다 ;  대박 ( 을 ) 

 내다 / 터뜨리다  
 143  더위를     먹다  
 144  덜미가     잡히다  
 145  도둑이     제     발     저리다  
 146  도마     위에     오르다  
 147  도시락     싸  ( 가지고 )  다니면서   

  말리다  
 148  도토리     키 재기  
 149  돈     방석에     앉다  
 150  돼먹지     않다  
 151  돼지     멱     따는     소리  
 152  됐거든 ! 
 153  될성     부른     나무는     떡잎부터   

  알아본다  
 154  두고     보다  
 155  두고     보자  
 156  두     말하면     잔소리  
 157  두     손     두     발  ( 다 )  들다  
 158  둘째가라면     서럽다  
 159  뒤끝이     없다  
 160  뒤로     넘어가다 / 넘어지다  
 161  뒤를     봐주다  
 162  뒤를     캐다  
 163  뒤통수를     맞다  
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 164  뒤통수를     치다  
 165  뒷목     잡다  
 166  뒷북     치다  
 167  등골이     빠지게  ( 일하다 ) 
 168  등골이     오싹하다  
 169  등을     돌리다  
 170  등 ( 을 )  떠밀다 ;  등 ( 이 )  떠밀리다  
 171  등잔     밑이     어둡다  
 172  딱     잡아떼다  
 173  딴     주머니를     차다  
 174  딴지     걸다  
 175  때가     묻다  
 176  때     빼고     광내다  
 177  땡땡이     치다  
 178  땡     잡다  
 179  떡고물이     떨어지다  
 180  떡이     되다  
 181  떼 ( 어 )  놓은     당상 ;  따     놓은     당상  
 182  또     알아요 ? 
 183  똑소리 ( 가 )  나다  
 184  똥     뭍은     개가     겨     뭍은     개     나무란다  
 185  똥     밟았다고     생각해  
 186  똥이     더러워서     피하지     무서워서   

  피하나 ? 
 187  뚜껑을     열다  
 188  뚜껑이     열리다  
 189  뛰는     놈     위에     나는     놈     있다  
 190  뜨거운     감자  
 191  뜨거운     맛을     보다  
 192  뜬구름     잡다  
 193  뜸 ( 을 )  들이다  
 194  뜻이     있는     곳에     길이     있다  
 195  마른     하늘에     날벼락  
 196  마음 ( 을 )  놓다 ;  마음이     놓이다  
 197  마음 ( 을 )  먹다  
 198  마음을     비우다  
 199  마음 ( 을 )  잡다  
 200  말도     못     해요  
 201  말도     안     되다  
 202  말문이     막히다  
 203  말을     맞추다  
 204  말이     씨가     되다  
 205  말이     아니에요  
 206  말이야     바른대로     말이지  
 207  말이     통하다  
 208  말짱     도루묵  
 209  말     한마디에     천     냥     빚도     갚는다  

 210  맛을     들이다  
 211  맛이     갔다  
 212  맞장구 ( 를 )  치다  
 213  매도     먼저     맞는     게     낫다  
 214  맥을     못     추다  
 215  머리가     잘     돌아가다  
 216  머리가     커지다 / 크다  
 217  머리를     굴리다  
 218  머리에     피도     안     마르다  
 219  먹칠 ( 을 )  하다  
 220  멍석을     깔다 / 펴다  
 221  메가폰을     잡다  
 222  메뚜기도  ( 유월이 )  한철이다  
 223  멘붕이다  
 224  명함도     못     내밀다  
 225  모르긴     몰라도  
 226  모르는     게     약이다  
 227  목구멍까지     차오르다  
 228  목에     핏대를     세우다  
 229  목을     매다 / 매달다  
 230  몸     담다  
 231  몸     둘     바를     모르다  
 232  못     말려 ;  못     말린다니까  
 233  못     먹는     감     찔러나     본다  
 234  못해     먹겠다  
 235  문자 ( 를 )  쓰다  
 236  물거품이     되다  
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Entry 1:  가난이  죄 3

 1.  가난이가난이   죄  
 Poverty is the cause of trouble; poverty is the mother of crime. 
 [lit.] Poverty is sin. 

 <Proverb> This proverb refers to a situation in which poverty 
leads a person to crime or trouble or in which someone is 
unable to attain what he or she desires due to poverty.  가난이  
 원수  (‘Poverty is the enemy’) may also be used. 

 1.  돈이   없어   병을   고칠   수   없어요 .  가난이   죄네요 . 
 I can’t treat the illness because I don’t have money. 
Poverty is the cause of trouble. 

 2.  거액을   탈세한   재벌총수보다   배고픈   자식을   위해   빵  
 몇   개   훔친   아버지가   감옥에서   더   오래산다고   합니다 . 
 가난이   죄인가요 ? 
 They say that a father who stole a few pieces of bread for 
his hungry children will serve a longer term in prison than 
the head of a large corporation who evaded a huge sum of 
taxes. Is poverty the cause of trouble? 

 •  가난 : poverty 
 •  죄 : sin 
 •  병을   고치다 : to cure 

illness 
 •  거액 : a large amount of 

money 
 •  탈세하다 : to evade tax 
 •  재벌총수 : head of a 

conglomerate 
 •  배고프다 : be hungry 
 •  감옥 : prison 

 2.  가는가는   날이날이   장날장날  
 an unexpected coincidence; bad timing 
 [lit.] The day when (I) go is the market day. 

This phrase refers to encountering something unexpectedly. In 
the early days in Korea, the town market opened every fi ve days. 
When people visited town for business and it happened to be the 
market day, they were fortunate enough to be able to not only 
take care of their business but also visit the market. However, 
this phrase is often used negatively. Imagine that you make a 
long trip to visit a museum, only to fi nd out that the museum is 
under temporary lockdown due to an unexpected incident.
 You might say  가는   날이   장날이었어요  (‘The day I went 
was the market day’). 

 1.  오늘   제주도로   휴가   떠나는데요 .  가는   날이  
 장날이라더니   어제까지   괜찮던   날씨가   오늘   비가  
 내리네요 . 
 I am going on vacation to Jeju Island today. But while it 
was sunny all week, it is rainy today. It’s an unfortunate 
coincidence. 

 •  제주도 : Jeju Island 
 •  휴가 : vacation 
 •  떠나다 : to leave 
 •  휴가를   떠나다 : to go 

on a vacation 
 •  장날 : market day 
 •  매월 : every month 
 •  첫째   주 : the fi rst week 
 •  쉬는   날 : an off day 

ㄱ



4 Entry 3:  가는   말이   고와야   오는   말이   곱다 

 2.  오늘   친구랑   백화점에   갔는데   문을   닫았더라구요 . 
 매월   첫째   주   월요일이   쉬는   날이더라구요 .  가는   날이  
 장날이었네요 . 
 I went to the mall today with my friend, but it was closed. 
Apparently they are closed every fi rst Monday of the 
month. It was just bad timing. 

 3.  가는가는   말이말이   고와야고와야   오는오는   말이말이   곱다곱다  
 What goes around comes around. 
 [lit.] When the outgoing words are beautiful, the incoming words are beautiful. 

 <Proverb> This proverb means that if you say nice words you 
will get nice words in return. 

 1.  가 :  왜   그렇게   화를   내 ? 
 Why are you losing your temper? 
  나 :  니가   먼저   소리   질렀잖아 .  가는    말이   고와야   오는 
  말이     곱지 . 
 You raised your voice fi rst. You should speak nicely if you 
 expect me to speak nicely in return. 

 2.  그   사람이 먼저   저한테   욕을   하길래   저도   욕을   했어요 . 
 가는   말이   고와야   오는   말이   고운   법이잖아요 . 
 That man swore at me fi rst, so I swore back at him. What 
goes around comes around, you know. 

 •  화를   내다 : to get angry 
 •  먼저 : fi rst, ahead 
 •  소리 ( 를 )  지르다 : to yell 
 •  곱다 : be beautiful 
 • ~ 아 / 어야 : only if ~, 

only when ~ 
 •  욕 ( 을 )  하다 : to swear 
 • ~ 길래 : because ~ 
 • ~ ㄴ   법이다 : It is 

nature’s law that ~, It is 
usually the case that ~ 

 4.  가닥을가닥을   잡다잡다  
 to set one’s course/direction 
 [lit.] to grab a strand 

 This expression means that a person comes to understand the 
situation based on logic or reason and sets his or her course 
or direction accordingly. Its passive form is  가닥이   잡히다  
(‘One’s course/direction is set’). 

 1.  경찰은   피해자의   사망이   자살이   아닌   살인사건으로  
 가닥을   잡았습니다 . 
 The police set the direction of their investigation of the 
victim’s death toward murder and not suicide. 

 2.  정부는   신공항   건설을   백지화하는   쪽으로   가닥을  
 잡았습니다 . 
 The government decided to abandon the construction of a 
new airport. 

 •  경찰 : the police 
 •  피해자 : victim 
 •  사망 : death 
 •  자살 : suicide 
 •  살인사건 : a murder 

case 
 •  가닥 : a strand 
 •  잡다 : to grab, catch 
 •  건설 : construction 
 •  백지화하다 : to nullify 



Entry 5:  가만히   있으면   중간이나   가지  5

 5.  가만히가만히   있으면있으면   중간이나중간이나   가지가지  
 You should’ve kept silent; you should’ve done nothing. 
 [lit.] If you stay still/silent, you can go as far as the middle. 

 <Informal> Imagine your teacher or your boss asks you a 
question. If you give a very ignorant answer, you may end up 
wishing you had given no answer at all. In this idiom,  중간  
(‘the middle’) refers to an average person.  가만히   있으면  
 중간은   간다  is equivalent to the Danish proverb ‘Fools are 
like other folks as long as they are silent.’ Use this idiom only 
with close friends and someone of equal or lower status. 

 1.  가 :  야 ,  내가   영어   통역   자원해서   나섰다가   너무   못해서  
 정말   쪽팔렸어 . 
 I volunteered as a Korean-English interpreter, but I didn’t 
do very well. I was so embarrassed. 
  나 :  그러게   왜   쓸데없이   나서 ?  
가만히   있으면  중간이나  가지 . 
 Why did you volunteer? You would have been better off 
not doing anything. 

 2.  나는  ‘ 가만히   있으면   중간은   간다 ’  라는   말에   동의하지  
 않는다 .  잘하든   못하든   적극적으로   시도하는   게   더  
 낫다고   생각한다 . 
 I don’t agree with the saying ‘If you remain silent, at least 
you won’t mess up.’ In my opinion, it is always better to 
give it your best shot than not try at all. 

 •  가만히   있다 : to stay 
still/silent 

 •  통역 : interpretation 
 •  자원하다 : to volunteer 
 •  나서다 : to come 

forward 
 •  쪽팔리다 : (Informal) to 

feel embarrassed 
 •  그러게 : yeah 
 •  쓸데없이 : uselessly 
 •  잘하든   못하든 : whether 

you do good or not 
 •  동의하다 : to agree 
 •  적극적으로 : actively, 

enthusiastically 
 •  시도하다 : to try 
 •  낫다 : be better 

 6.  가방끈이가방끈이   길다길다 / 짧다짧다  
 to have much/little education 
 [lit.] One’s bag strap is long/short. 

 Someone who holds a master’s or doctoral degree can be 
fi guratively described as having a long bag strap. Someone 
who only graduated elementary or middle school may say 
 저는   가방끈이   짧아요  (‘The strap of my bag is short’), 
meaning ‘I received little education.’ 

 1.  가방끈은   긴데   아직   취업을   못하고   있습니다 . 
 I received a high level of education, but I haven’t found a 
job yet. 

 2.  가방끈이   짧아서   괜찮은   직장은   못   구하고  
 아르바이트를   하고   있어요 . 
 Due to my limited education, I couldn’t fi nd a decent job, 
so I have a part-time job. 

 •  가방 : bag 
 •  끈 : strap 
 •  길다 : be long 
 •  짧다 : be short 
 •  ㄴ데 / 는데 : but 
 •  아직 : yet 
 •  취업 : getting a job 
 •  괜찮다 : be nice, fi ne 
 •  직장 : workplace 
 •  구하다 : to fi nd (out) 
 •  아르바이트 : a part-time 

job 
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 7.  가슴에가슴에   못을못을   박다박다  
 to deeply hurt one’s heart/feelings 
 [lit.] to hammer a nail into one’s heart 

  가슴에   대못을   박다  (‘to hammer a big nail into one’s heart’) 
may also be used. Its passive form is  가슴에   못이   박히다  
(‘One’s heart becomes deeply hurt’). 

 1.  십   대때   나의   잘못된   행동으로   부모님의   가슴에   여러  
 번   못을   박았었다 . 
 My immature behaviors as an adolescent broke my 
parents’ heart many times. 

 2.  그는   갑작스런   이별통보로   여자친구의   가슴에   대못을  
 박았다 . 
 His sudden break-up with his girlfriend deeply hurt her 
feelings. 

 •  못을   박다 : to drive a 
nail 

 •  십   대 : teenage 
 •  잘못된   행동 : wrong 

behaviors 
 •  여러   번 : many times 
 •  갑작스런 : sudden, 

abrupt 
 •  이별통보 : notifi cation 

of parting 

 8.  가슴이가슴이   철렁하다철렁하다  
 to be shocked with fear 
 [lit.] One’s heart jolts. 

  가슴이   내려앉다  (‘One’s heart sinks’) is another expression 
of the same meaning. 

 1.  아이가  119 에   실려갔다는   얘기를   듣고   가슴이  
 철렁했어요 . 
 When I heard my child was taken to the hospital in an 
ambulance, I was shocked. 

 2.  합격자   명단에   내   이름이   안   보이자   가슴이   철렁했다 . 
 My heart sank when I didn’t see my name on the list of 
people who passed the exam. 

 •  아이 : child 
 • 119: 119 Rescue Center 
 •  실려가다 : to be loaded 
 •  가슴 : heart, chest 
 •  명단 : list 
 •  보이다 : to be seen 
 • ~ 자 : when ~ 

 9.  가시방석에가시방석에   앉다앉다  
 to be faced with an uneasy situation 
 [lit.] to sit on a mat of thorns 

 This idiom is used when someone faces an uncomfortable, 
anxious, or restless situation.  바늘   방석에   앉다  (‘to sit on a 
mat of needles’) has the same meaning. 

 1.  내   실수로   회사가   큰   손해를   보게   되어   가시방석에  
 앉은   기분이었다 . 
 I was on pins and needles because my mistakes led to big 
losses for my company. 

 •  실수 : mistake 
 •  손해 : loss 
 •  손해  를   보다 : to suffer a 

loss   
 • ~( 으 ) ㄴ   기분이다 : to 

be the feeling of ~ 
 •  현   직원 : current 

employee(s) 
 •  줄이다 : to reduce 
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 2.  현   직원의  40% 를   줄이겠다는   회사의   발표   후   직원들의  
 마음은   가시방석에   앉은   것처럼   불편했다 . 
 The employees were on pins and needles after the 
company announced that it would reduce the workforce 
by 40%. 

 •  발표 : anno  uncement 
 • ~( 으 ) ㄴ   것처럼 : like 

being ~ 
 •  불편하다 : be 

uncomfortable 

 10.  가재는가재는   게   편  
 People tend to stick with their own kind. 
 [lit.] Crayfi sh is on crab’s side. 

 <Proverb> Crayfi shes and crabs are similar in their looks. 
This idiom means that people of the same fi eld or of the same 
background tend to stick together and help each other. 
 Synonyms:  팔이   안으로   굽는다  (‘The arms bend inward’) 
(See idiom 471),  초록은   동색  (‘Grass and green are the same 
color’) 

 1.  가 :  의사협회가   그   의사의   과실을   제대로   징계할까요 ? 
 가재는   게   편이라잖아요 . 
 Do you think the Korean Medical Association will 
properly discipline the doctor’s mistakes? You know they 
say that crayfi sh is on crab’s side. 
  나 :  그러게   말이에요 .  걱정이에요 . 
 I know. I’m concerned, too. 

 2.  가재는   게   편이라더니   비리   검사에   대한   검찰의   처벌  
 수위가   너무   낮다는   비난이   일고   있습니다 . 
 There is much criticism that the prosecution’s sentence 
against the corrupt prosecutor is too mild, which is 
reminding people of the saying that crayfi sh is on crab’s side. 

 •  가재 : crayfi sh, lobster 
 •  게 : crab 
 •  의사협회 : medical 

association 
 •  과실 : fault 
 •  징계하다 : to discipline 
 •  비리 : corruption 
 •  검사 : prosecutor 
 •  검찰 : prosecution 
 •  처벌   수위 : punishment 

level 
 •  비난이   일다 : criticism 

is rising 

 11.  간뎅이가간뎅이가   부었군부었군 ! 
 What nerve; how bold! 
 [lit.] Your liver is swollen! 

 <Informal>  간뎅이  is a vulgar word for  간  (‘liver’). The 
meaning of  간이   붓다  or  간뎅이가   붓다  is synonymous with 
 간이   크다 , which means ‘to have a lot of nerve’. 
 Synonyms:  간이   크다  (‘to be bold’),  간이   배   밖으로   나오다  
(‘to be reckless’, ‘to be bold’) (See idiom 14.) 

 1.  부검   결과서를   조작하다니 .  간뎅이가   부었구만 . 
 Oh my, how dare he fabricate the autopsy results! 

 2.  가 :  거기가   얼마나   위험한데   겁도   없이   거기를   혼자  
 갔어 ?  너   간뎅이가   부었구나 . 
 That’s a dangerous area! You’ve got a lot of nerve going 
there alone. 
  나 :  그래 ?  별로   안   위험해   보이던데 . 
 Really? It didn’t look that dangerous. 

 •  부검 : autopsy 
 •  결과서 : report of results 
 •  조작하다 : to fabricate 
 • ~ 구만 /~ 구나 : sentence 

ending expressing the 
speaker’s realization or 
surprise 

 •  위험하다 : be dangerous 
 •  겁도   없이 : without fear 
 • ~ 아 / 어   보이다 : to 

look ~ 
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 12.  간에간에   기별도기별도   안   가다가다  
 The amount of food is far from fi lling one’s stomach; the food is not even enough 
to feed a fl y. 
 [lit.] (food) to not even give a signal to one’s liver 

  간에   기별도   안   가다  or  간에   기별도   가지   않다  literally 
means that the amount of food is so little that your body, 
including your liver, cannot even feel it. This expression is 
used when the quantity of food is too small and hardly fi lls a 
person’s stomach. 

 1.  가 :  그거   먹고   되겠어 ?  간에   기별도   안   가겠다 . 
 Is that enough food for you? Your stomach won’t even 
feel it. 
  나 :  지금   다이어트   중이야 . 
 I am currently on a diet. 

 2.  가 :  음 ,  간에   기별도   안   가는   거   같아 .  아직도   배가  
 고프네 . 
 Hmm, this doesn’t fi ll my stomach at all. I am still hungry. 
  나 :  김밥을   두   줄이나   먹어   놓고   간에   기별도   안   간다구 ? 
 You ate two rolls of  kimbap  and you are saying it doesn’t 
fi ll your stomach at all? 

 •  간 : liver 
 •  기별 : notice, message 
 •  다이어트 : diet 
 • ~ 중이다 : in the middle 

of ~, under ~ 
 •  배가   고프다 : be hungry 
 •  김밥 :  kimbap  (a Korean 

dish) 
 •  두   줄 : two lines 
 • ~( 이 ) 나 : as much as ~ 
 • ~ ㄴ다구 : Are you 

saying that ~ 

 13.  간에간에   붙었다붙었다   쓸개에쓸개에   붙었다붙었다   한다한다  
 to change sides readily for one’s own interests 
 [lit.] It sticks to the liver and then sticks to the gallbladder. 

 <Proverb> This proverb describes a person who readily 
and selfi shly changes sides in order to maintain his or her 
advantage. 

 1.  그   사람은   아부도   잘하고   배신도   잘   하니까   조심해 .  간에  
 붙었다   쓸개에   붙었다   하거든 . 
 Watch out for her. She is really good at kissing up to people, 
but also good at betraying them. She readily changes sides 
for her own self-interests. 

 2.  그는   필요에   따라   간에   붙었다   쓸개에   붙었다   하는  
 기회주의자다 .  자신의   이익을   위해   여당에   붙었다  
 야당에   붙었다   한다 . 
 He is a selfi sh opportunist who changes sides in order to 
reap the most benefi ts. He switches over between the ruling 
party and the opposing party to fulfi ll his self-interests. 

 •  간 : liver 
 •  쓸개 : gallbladder 
 •  아부하다 : to fl atter, to 

brownnose 
 •  배신하다 : to betray 
 •  조심하다 : be careful 
 •  필요에   따라 : as needed 
 •  기회주의자 : opportunist 
 •  여당 : the ruling party 
 •  야당 : the opposition 

party 
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 14.  간이간이   배   밖으로밖으로   나오다나오다  
 to be very bold; to be reckless 
 [lit.] One’s liver comes out of one’s belly. 

  간이간이   크다크다  
 to be bold; to have guts 
 [lit.] One’s liver is big. 

  간이   크다  refers to being overly eager to do something that 
is risky or dangerous. It often carries a negative connotation 
involving an action that is risky and undesirable. When 
someone’s action or idea is too bold to the extent of being 
reckless,  간이   붓다  (‘One’s liver is swollen’, ‘to have a 
swollen liver’) and  간이   배   밖으로   나오다  (‘One’s liver 
comes out of one’s belly/stomach’) may also be used. 
 Synonym: ( 매우 )  대담하다  (‘to be bold’) 

 1.  간도   크다 .  어떻게   회사돈을  1 억이나   떼먹냐 ? 
 She’s got a lot of nerve. How dare she bilk her company of 
a hundred million won? 

 2.  음주운전에다   경찰   폭행까지 .  간이   배   밖으로   나왔군 . 
 He assaulted a police offi cer on top of driving under the 
infl uence. He is reckless. 

 •  배 : belly, stomach 
 •  밖으로 : outward 
 •  나오다 : to come out 
 •  크다 : be big 
 •  붓다 : to swell 
 •  어떻게 : how 
 •  회사   돈 : company 

money 
 • 1( 일 ) 억 : one hundred 

million 
 •  떼 ( 어 ) 먹다 : to bilk 

(money) 

 15.  간   떨리다떨리다  
 to feel nervous; to feel frightened 
 [lit.] One’s liver trembles. 

  간이간이   작다작다  
 to be timid; to be not daring 
 [lit.] One’s liver is small. 

 Whereas boldness is associated with a big liver, timidity 
is imagined as a small liver. A similar expression is  간이  
 콩알만해지다  (‘One’s liver shrinks to the size of a bean’). 
Its verb form  간   떨리다  (‘to feel frightened/nervous’) is also 
frequently used. Synonym:  소심하다  (‘to be timid’) 

 1.  불법   동영상   보려다가   간이   작아서   그만뒀어요 . 
 I was going to watch videos illegally, but I was scared. So, 
I gave up. 

 2.  도둑인줄   알고   간이   콩알만해졌어요 . 
 I thought he was a thief, so I was scared out of my wits. 

 •  작다 : be small 
 •  떨리다 : to shake, to 

tremble 
 •  불법 : illegal, unlawful 
 •  동영상 : video, moving 

images 
 • ~( 으 ) 려다가 : was going 

to ~ but 
 •  그만두다 : to quit 
 •  도둑 : thief 


