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The Mermaid from Jeju by Sumi Hahn
Meeting date: Wednesday, August 31, 2022
1:30 p.m. and 7:00 p.m. 

Discussion Questions
1. Junja cannot help feeling guilty about her mother’s death. Do you think that she would have inevitably felt some form of survivor’s guilt regardless of the circumstances? At what age do you think that kind of loss is felt most keenly?



2. Many kinds of love are featured in this story. Who would you consider to be Junja’s first love? Are all first loves doomed to end? What kind of love appeals to you more: the lightning strike of first attraction or a love that endures over a lifetime? Can a person have both kinds with one person? How does our ability to love change over time and as we mature? 



3. Junja eventually leaves the water, despite it being a major part of her. Have you ever had to leave something that was integral to your identity behind in order to survive or evolve? How difficult was that transition?



4. Readers tend to split into two camps: Those who prefer the first part of the book (Junja’s story) and wish that the story had continued in that time frame and those who found the change in perspective to Dr. Moon a pleasant surprise. How does your group divide?



5. Junja’s grandmother is a master storyteller who meets her match in Lieutenant Lee, a master manipulator of appearances. Do you think that the unique abilities of these two scheming plotters gives them additional insight into the perils of their historical moment? Does reading historical fiction like this story offer insight into the present political situation?



6. A crisis can make or break a person (even an entire society). Junja experiences a crisis of faith that causes her to change her religious beliefs. What causes her crisis, and how is it resolved? Can you think of a crisis in your life or in society that had a transformative effect? Was this effect negative or positive? 



7. It’s a commonly held belief that telling the truth is always the best path forward. And yet the white-haired shaman believes that “not all truths were meant to be told.” Similarly, the beautiful shaman holds back information because “this truth was not theirs to know.” Can telling the truth sometimes cause more harm than good? Might this harm be justified in the end? Is knowing the truth indeed a “right” that should be granted universally? 



8. The term synesthesia describes how the stimulation of one sense can trigger sensations in another area of perception. The word “nice”, for example, is often associated with light blue, pink, or yellow. Junja ultimately concludes that “loved tasted necessary, like salt.” What does love taste like for your group? What is its color? Does it have a sound? A tactile feel? 




9. Ghosts appear everywhere in this novel, both literally and metaphorically. Do you have any personal experience with ghosts? 
	



10. This is a war novel, and there are five death scenes in it, with the protagonist dying in the first two pages of the story. But is this a violent story? How does depicted violence in language and in visual images affect you as a person and how you receive the story? 



Questions from: The Mermaid from Jeju by Sumi Hahn, Alcove Press, New York, first edition, December 2020
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